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The magnificent massif of Kilimanjaro occupies a dominant place in the African landscape.  Its huge volcanic circumference straddles two countries, Tanzania and Kenya, and the glaciated upper parts present an unforgettable image that can be seen from far away. (To get an idea of the size of Kilimanjaro, when I left Moshi by bus for Nairobi Airport, after 12 hours we were only on the other side of the volcano.) The romantic association with literature has also played an important role in attracting the modern pilgrim traveller. Simply stated, the top of Africa is an exotic target within reach of the hardy soul. Its relative ease of access also makes it a deceptive objective that has fooled many. To appreciate fully the effects of altitude, it is necessary to have had personal experience and this is not readily available for the unwary tourist. The best preparation for such an adventure is to be exposed to altitude over several days before starting out on the `Killy’ trail. This can readily be achieved by combining the climb with a safari to the higher elevations of East Africa.

My good luck was to have a sister working in Tanzania, right at the bottom of Kilimanjaro itself, with knowledge of local conditions. In due course I made it to Moshi, intent on climbing Kilimanjaro after acquiring some acclimatization. There a local friend suggested it would be a good idea to attempt Mt Meru first and thought he could arrange for a guide. I was driven to the Olmotoni Forestry School near Arusha where an experienced student agreed to accompany me to Mt Meru, at 4562 m (14,967 ft) the fifth highest peak in Africa. The Summit Day would prove to be one of the most strenuous days in my entire life. Because the usual vehicle transport to the mountaineering hut was not available, we set off walking at 4:30 a.m. with breakfast taken later. We were joined by another student who needed to complete the ascent as part of his training schedule. First more than three hours were spent in total darkness on dusty roads. We encountered a party where several had not reached the summit even though they had the benefit of using the car. The only thing of interest along the route was an abundance of pyrethrum bushes in flower. From the hut the ascent was hard work because the steep scree slopes did not provide any support but on the upper 1000 feet embedded rocks made for firmer footholds. After nearly four hours of struggling we reached the pointed summit at 2 p.m. The view of the crater was spectacular and, as a bonus, a photogenic ash cone was rising from the middle. About 80 km distant, the top of Kibo was clearly visible above the clouds. Gaining my first summit of Africa was a moment to treasure and looking across to the big one was inspirational.

The return trip was uneventful but tiring. A 45 minute rapid descent got me down to the ruined hut, well ahead of my companions who were less used to steep slopes. On the walk-out we saw a few black and white colobus monkeys as well as mimosa and gladioli in flower. The starting point was reached around 7 p.m. after more than 14 hours and an elevation difference of 10,000 feet plus a long walk-in. Even so, my water consumption only amounted to two small bottles which had to suffice for the 12 hours of dry conditions, aided by some additional fruit. This arduous one-day trip would certainly constitute good preparation for the main challenge. As it turned out, my young companions were fit due to rigorous training. No wonder only 30 people had signed the summit book during the last four months.

Subsequently my wife and I were able to drive a private car to several parks and spent a few nights at significant altitudes, including the Ngorongoro crater rim at around 2400 m.  The safari offered a splendid interlude for game watching at close quarters while gaining acclimatization. In Tarangire National Park a range of animals were encountered, such as elephant, waterbuck, warthog, zebra and wildebeest. At one place, a large elephant with baby was standing on the road and enforced a ten minute wait before they moved off. A watering hole provided a challenge for catching zebras drinking. However, they were shy and I had to wait patiently until they eventually returned for a perfect shot. During the night animal noises close to the tent could be heard. Moving on to the spectacular Ngorongoro crater, we were greeted by a big lion on the roadside just inside the gate. A guided trip into the vast crater gave rise to some excitement. In addition to the usual sighting of hyena, jackal, hippo and buffalo, the guide spotted a rhino with calf. The mother also showed evidence of recent birth and would therefore be very protective. Although weakened, she made a dramatic mock charge which resulted in some of my most spectacular wildlife photos and there was even time to make a lens change to show the sequence.

On the Serengeti a freshly killed buffalo provided a feast for lions in full public view. One male was gorging himself while another rested on the roadside and the associated pride of 17 awaited respectfully their turn. However, the lions took no notice of the cars that eventually assembled. Visiting the smaller Lake Manyara Park was also not without its entertainment. A juvenile rhino displaying several battle scars was intent on crossing the road in front of the car. This was denied by my driving so it was running parallel to the road and at one place took up a charging position. The stand-off was resolved by the rhino crossing 20 m in front. Sadly the last rhino at Lake Manyara had long since fallen victim to the poachers as I learnt on a subsequent visit.

One week after Meru and the safari interlude I turned up at Marangu Hotel for a `Killy' briefing by the venerable Czech lady owner who organized climbs and was well versed in warning hopeful clients of the hazards of altitude. My resident sister had booked the fittest guide named Gibson as the obligatory companion for using the huts stationed at three key points on the trail. We would form an independent two-man team, supported by an additional shared food porter while most people join a large group with guide, porters and cooks. Travelling in style is not always an advantage because the trek may be abandoned when somebody gets ill. After a lift to the Park Gate (6400 ft) four miles further along we eventually started our trek at noon.

A brisk 1 hour 50 minutes walk saw us at the Mandara Hut (8860 ft, 12 km) which is the traditional stop on Day 1. From there the standard time to Horombo Hut (12,340 ft, 15 km) is five hours but Gibson thought I could do it in half the time. In the event we spent 3 hours 15 minutes so his estimate would be realistic after a night's rest -- and he himself was fully acclimatized as well as a superb walker who easily matched my own pace. Along the way we passed yellow everlasting flowers, scented bushes and giant lobelias about ten feet tall near 12,000 feet. I had the luxury of sleeping alone in the brand new hut and experienced a cold night; in fact, the coldest on the trip. Because we had leap-frogged the first hut, we were now supposed to have a rest day for acclimatization purposes. Next morning, we ambled up to the saddle and found the Mawenzi climbers' hut. Gibson decided to spend his free time with another guide but asked if I wanted to go on. The temptation to explore further proved irresistible. However, the peaks of Mawenzi are quite tricky and require technical support as I had just learnt from two equipped climbers at the small hut. I scrambled up one of the lesser peaks consisting of brittle rocks by a route that seemed too risky for descent but was greatly relieved to discover an easy return on the other side. In a later picture from Gilman's Point, my minor summit (c. 16,000 ft) was clearly visible on the right.

In the morning, we soon passed the warning sign for the last water where I filled up with six litres while Gibson did not even take one drink for refreshment. As a warning about altitude problems, we encountered a stretcher party transporting an unfortunate sufferer of the dreaded pulmonary. After gaining the saddle it was an easy stroll to the old Kibo hut (15,520 ft, 15 km) that was reached in 3 hours 27 minutes and Gibson was again pleased with the fast progress. Around 2 p.m. while he was resting I set off up the scree path to test my strength and breathing. Before long I reached Hans Meyer's Cave and realized it was half way to Gilman's Point (which qualifies for the Certificate). The opportunity to make it a solo was too good to miss. After 3 hours 5 minutes I gained this famous vantage point (18,635 ft) and gazed at the ice castles seemingly floating on the black surface below the crater rim (now considerably reduced in size). By this time the shadow from the setting sun was half way across the saddle but it only took 25 minutes running straight down the scree slopes.

On Summit Day we delayed setting off until 4 a.m. because of our fitness, while the first failures from the 1:30 a.m. start had already returned. Gibson was in high spirits and let out war cries in between singing. There was no cold wind and the scree trail was easier than going up Meru. Sunrise was observed at 6:30 and we reached Gilman's Point in exactly three hours so I can claim consecutive sunset and sunrise from this lofty location. (The two fit climbers had taken 4 hours 15 minutes.) We proceeded along the summit ridge to Uhuru Peak (19,340 ft) in another hour and 30 minutes even though we stepped on to the glacier for diversion. Here I found and photographed a beautiful ice cave with fantastic colours of blue and azure. More surprisingly, it was possible to get a drink of water from melting ice just below the summit.

Needless to say, we had the summit to ourselves and as a bonus it was an absolutely perfect day. Not content with this prize, we climbed down the crater wall and entered the outermost caldera. On reaching the second rim, Gibson hesitated but soon followed me down into the next depression. At this altitude, every step uphill was an effort but I spied a lower exit point on the opposite side. At the edge of the central explosion crater, which is perhaps 300 feet across, we could only look down into the pit because this part would require a roped descent. Along the way out I spotted a small fumarole spouting warm air which was not known to my guide. The resulting smoke confirmed the dormant nature of the volcano and pointed to the doom of the famed glaciers. I was also able to pick up sulphuric crystals formed in the eruption. Finally, we struggled up to the crater rim and traversed to Gilman's Point, arriving at Kibo camp around 1 p.m. after a glorious day. A short rest and Horombo was reached in 2 hours 4 minutes. The clients I came across on the way up stopped laughing at my primitive cooking of tea and porridge. Another stated I must be a nut to climb Gilman's Point twice but I had been blessed with good conditions and was in great shape (also assisted by the effect of taking Diamox tablets).

On the last day we made a detour after Mandara (2 hours) to a small crater with many beautiful flowers, both fresh and everlasting. The rain forest zone further down was kind to us and we concluded at the hotel around 1 p.m. after a truly remarkable trip to the roof of Africa. I spent the afternoon relaxing, soothing my tender feet in the river and enjoying the sight of luscious banana plants and other profuse vegetation which makes this area such a contrast to the desert-like landscape below. For the record, the combined walking times from the Park Gate to the summit and back again amounted to about 22 hours (excluding my first ascent of Gilman's Point), of which the summit part took nine hours. Later in the evening I got a lift all the way to Moshi in a truck. Sitting in the open I could see the prominent profiles of Meru, Mawenzi and Kibo simultaneously and felt a tremendous sense of achievement. On my return visit to Marangu 13 years later as a tourist, the Czech lady who was still running the show told me that Gibson continued to be the strongest guide. I had indeed been lucky with the choice and the vivid memories of this trip have stayed alive all these years and especially because it represented my first taste of the African continent.
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My first confrontation with the elements happened around Easter 1977. After many years as a free-style skier, it was only in 1974 that I discovered the joys of pushing my body to the limits at altitude. This culminated in the Kilimanjaro trip which was literally a tour de force as regards exertion. However, up to this time I had not faced adverse conditions when nature shows its powerful side.

The opportunity to try a mountaineering objective presented itself after visiting ancient archaeological sites in central Turkey and ending up in Cappadocia with its remarkable moon-like landscapes and underground cities. From there a short hop brought me to Kayseri, a major run-down town. The tourist information office was able to tell me the name of the village at the foot of the volcano Erciyes which was my target, but that was about all. So I learnt an early lesson that it pays to do the essential research before leaving home. I caught a local dolmus about 20 km to the village of Hisarcik where I stocked up on the bare essentials to sustain me for a few days.

After an hour I lost sight of civilization and the mountain loomed large. A truck driver stopped to offer a lift which was declined because the rapid ascent would not be good for my acclimatization. Soon I came face to face with the wilderness when a large eagle came into view. It allowed me to approach within 100 m before taking off and presented a magnificent sight as it began soaring over the valley. The road gained altitude quickly and after 2 1/2 hours I reached an empty stone hut which could form a possible base camp in the absence of any information. Later I strolled to the top of the pass for exploration and was surprised to see a ski lift and chalet. It was looked after by a guardian who offered me tea. More treatments followed and I was able to communicate using the phrase book. I was invited to spend the night in his comfortable and well heated quarters which represented an unexpected upgrade, especially because it was now snowing. The carry from my temporary camp took an hour and, with the new altitude of 2150 m, it would still leave a big snow climb to the summit of Erciyes at 3916 m. Now I learnt that a group of mountaineers were due to arrive in the morning so my plan for a solo ascent at 3 a.m. might not be feasible. Unfortunately, the weather forecast was for more snow. There was nothing else to do but drink tea -- 12 free cups in one day may well be a Turkish record!

The snow kept falling for 48 hours. A large group of mountaineers from Ankara University arrived with the aim of climbing the big mountain and I was soon invited to join their effort. Later the snow eased and I climbed a small mountain around 2600 m while the others stayed inside. Everybody got up at 10 p.m. and a group of 16 set off at midnight. Our leader, Yalcin, knew the way without a headlight; he had climbed the mountain 25 times. Quite a few gave up at different places along the way due to exhaustion or being wet and by 5 a.m. only six hardy climbers remained. We were in good shape and determined to continue in the unpleasant conditions. At Devil's Pass I broke trail up a narrow valley. On reaching a gully Yalcin took over leading and we roped up, advancing slowly in deep new snow. Further up conditions changed, with ice under the snow. The leader set off an avalanche but we held on to the rope which was secured by ice axes and ended up partly submerged. After a further 600 m to the top of the gully we decided to quit because three in the party were beginners. It took a full six hours to reach the chalet and most of it was done in poor visibility. During the evening's survival party, I was given the honourable name of `bionic man' as recognition of my valiant efforts on being in the lead for some of the toughest parts.

Next day revealed perfect conditions but the whole group was out of time and had to return. However, the mountain looked so inviting that I could not bear to leave. So after a relaxing day admiring the beautiful nature, including small yellow flowers under the snow, it was early to bed and departure at 3:30 a.m. On reaching the top of a ski lift I took refuge in a shelter to recover strength from the early start, then set off again. The visibility was now worse and there was strong wind all day. Yalcin had suggested following the crater ridge instead of the previous route, which would be safer from avalanches. It was sometimes narrow and in one place I could only advance in the manner of riding a horse. Further along I reached a rock assumed to be the infamous Camel's Hump and this was easily bypassed on one side. The ridge gained altitude and I began to expect seeing the first peak when out of the fog an enormous rock loomed up.

This was the real Camel's Hump rock which I had been warned about. It was impossible for a non-technical climber to surmount it although Yalcin thought it could be done in one direction. On one side, there was a steep drop which ruled out any attempt.

After a long rest, I decided to try my luck on the other side by first descending along the rock edge. The snow was deep and at the critical angle so an avalanche could easily be triggered. Now I moved very slowly, using one hand and the ice axe for belay as I edged along. At one moment my feet lost their grip but I managed to avoid falling by finding a secure place for lodging the axe but it was a close call and I remained calm. The last part involved repeating the precarious manoeuvre uphill which was more tiring. Eventually I completed the traverse in two hours. I realized there was no other way back again and did not look forward to the repeat performance. Continuing, a false trail led me to an abyss but back-tracking I recovered the ridge. The last bit was easy and I was relieved to see flags on top. It was now 1:30 p.m. and no time for the slightly higher North summit, especially because the next part looked difficult (and there was an unknown sting in the tail presented by a rock tower). I was already risking my life.

The descent around the monster rock only took one hour using the same technique. There was now a blizzard, with hail hitting my eyes. I was completely iced over and had difficulty in removing extra socks on top of the gloves to gain access to the pack. The visibility was down to two metres along the ridge which required care but at least there was only one safe way back. Later I decided to follow a well defined ridge down without worrying about where it would end up. I was still a long way from the chalet and found it by contouring after guessing correctly the direction. During this white-out I encountered a wolf which was also struggling with the elements and ignored me.

I reached the welcoming safe haven after a total of 16 exhausting hours. As a sign of my weak condition, it was not possible to hold down the first cup of tea being offered by the helpful guardian. Intense moments like these, especially involving pain, stay with you for life and form stepping stones to your past. However, the recovery of a fit body is rapid and next day I hiked down to the village and began the journey home. As a postscript, later I received a Kayseri newspaper page with picture of the five intrepid climbers and headline in bold red saying "The five who might have died", referring to the avalanche. There was certainly enough snow to bury us all.
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This was my first proper expedition in which a tent was used. Unfortunately, most of the details are missing except for the dates of all ascents and a brief summary will have to suffice for the record. However, this trip made a big impression on a novice mountaineer and I have a vivid memory of it. Morocco is the closest exotic destination from the UK and here one can find the splendid Atlas mountains -- the highest in North Africa. I was soon attracted to the idea of exploring the High Atlas but a second person to share the burden would make more sense for a beginner. My advertisement for a fit companion in a student hall brought me in contact with Tim, an Australian with useful bushwhacking experience.

In August 1977 we flew to Marrakesh and took a bus to the village of Imlil (1800 m). Next day we started hiking after I loaded up with a heavy melon for later enjoyment. Route finding the first part was a bit tricky but we made it by the evening and put up the tent within view of Toubkal Base Camp (3200 m). During the next four days we ascended five peaks above 4000 m, including Jebel Toubkal (4167 m). Apart from the heat and strong sunshine, none of the climbs presented any difficulties. Because it was the hot season, we seemed to have the mountains to ourselves. The only human encountered in the hills was a local Berber who carried a rifle. According to my hero, Wilfred Thesiger, an Arab would treat you as his friend if you could approach him without being shot, and this I put to the test on the day of my solo climb when Tim was not well.

An interesting side trip was made from Toubkal BC to the edge of the Sahara which gave us a taste of desert conditions. This involved going over a pass (3700 m) and descending to Lake Ifni (2300 m), the only lake in the High Atlas. Here it was possible to enjoy swimming in a surprisingly large lake which is fed by snow melt. For the last few days we transferred to another valley and used a refuge as base for climbing Angouri and Aksoual (3616 and 3892 m). From a climbing point of view, Aksoual was the most interesting Atlas mountain for us with some scrambling. Remarkably only a few clouds were visible during the entire period so care was needed to ensure a sufficient water supply. The contrast between the barren landscape which surrounded extremely green valleys gave rise to wonderful vistas. Unfortunately, our expedition was self-supporting, hence we missed out on interacting with the Berbers and had to be content with the tourist traps of Marrakesh.
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Among the countries in the Middle East, Persia has had a glorious past and has much to offer the tourist pilgrim. The opportunity for a visit presented itself in 1978 when the scientific collaborator from my Texas stay returned to a position in Isfahan. Moreover, another Persian colleague at Cambridge was in touch with a mountaineer in Tehran. This double opportunity for combining culture with mountaineering was too good to miss and so a plan was hatched.

The magnificent city of Isfahan contains a number of fine mosques and was a good starting point. My host made us aware of the security situation which was tight, with spies lurking. (It was the last year of the Shah and the revolution was not far away.) At one place we got caught up in a riot which suddenly erupted. The armed police who lay in wait made a counter attack and to cries of "they will kill us" we retreated to the hotel. (There were rumours of 5000 killed in Tabriz recently.) The mosque of Shah Abbas exhibited beautiful tiles in many colours. The guardian was bribed so I could climb one minaret which offered a good photographic vantage point for the other. Near the bazaar shops were selling exquisite miniature paintings. This work strains the eyes and often ends up with the artist going blind. I was tempted into buying a wool carpet but at $360 could only afford a down payment, the rest to be paid after return.

Six days later we flew to Shiraz, another distinctive city. Here were beautiful gardens, with many trees in blossom. The mausoleum for the famous poet, Hafez, was notable for its marble tomb and beautiful setting. I was surprised to be allowed inside the holy shrine Shah-e Cheragh which was the third most venerated pilgrim destination in Persia. (It holds the tomb of the elder brother of Iman Reza who was a top scholar.) This was an incredible place which contained mirror mosaics of the highest quality. The atmosphere was one of intense worshipping, with the devout kissing the silver ornaments surrounding the tomb and contributing to the big pile of notes which had accumulated. In fact, the shrine gave me the illusion of being in Paradise. A visit to the splendid site of Persepolis was also made. The tombs of Darius and Xerxes were set in high rock cliffs and the large reliefs could be seen from two kilometres. The Persepolis itself, a little distance away, displayed impressive columns and stone carvings.

After this tour de force of ancient culture it was time to head back to Tehran and prepare for the next stage. Now I found that my climbing contact could not join me because his wife was one week overdue giving birth. It was early April and conditions would normally be good. Accordingly, I decided to go it alone after I received a briefing. It was the start of a mountaineering adventure that became a matter of survival. The trip began with a flight to Rasht on the Caspian Sea, followed by a five hour bus ride. The route approached close to the Soviet border. Climbing up the hills one could see observation towers and a strong fence to prevent escape. I spent an extremely windy night with little sleep in the small town of Ardabil. Hotel facilities were primitive so I dined on three omelettes. Next morning, a helpful local secured a bus ticket for my onward stage, about 90 minutes in the direction of Tabriz, of ancient tapestry fame.

The bus stop called Lari consisted of a roadside café and various scattered habitations. I found myself alone in this God-forsaken place armed with a rough sketch map and a few phrases in the local language (Farsi) for my onward journey to the foot of Mt Sabalan, the fourth highest in the then Persia. This proved sufficient to negotiate a jeep drive of about 25 km which took an hour by local road to some thermal pools named Ghtor Sui. Along the way I noticed several fierce looking dogs belonging to the shepherds. A return trip was negotiated for three days later by making signs in the sand.

After enjoying the warm pool I set off up a prominent valley which soon became snow-bound. (Easter 1978 was also very wintry in Europe.) It was getting cold and windy during the gradual ascent. I noticed animal tracks going in the same direction and soon realized they must be due to wolves. A soldier at Ardabil had warned me of dangerous wolves in these mountains but it was too late to turn back now. The tent was up by 7 and cooking had to be done inside. I managed to burn a hole in the floor of the borrowed tent after spilling a bit of fuel. In the event I went to bed fully clothed and hoped the tent would not collapse on me in the fierce wind. For protection, a stone was placed on top of every peg.

Next morning was still quite windy and bleak but I had come a long way and did not have a spare day for awaiting developments. I made a late start after 9 without being able to see any high parts. The scenery on my right looked a bit wild so I carried on further up the valley. Without any directions I figured it would be logical for the main peak to be be situated at the end of the valley and in any case there were no helpful cairns or tracks showing the route. At one point the wind was so strong that I blew over. Meanwhile the cloud level was lifting and by 1:30 I reached the top of a ridge which offered good views. Now it became clear that I had climbed the wrong mountain and the big one was facing me on the other side of a saddle. It was so windy that an effort was needed to hold the camera still against a rock to capture my adversary. (This framed picture has been displayed in my office all these years.)

Down at the saddle an hour later the visibility was reasonable so I decided to have a go in spite of the late time. Without knowledge of altitudes for camp or the earlier ridge, it was difficult to make an estimate. Now the weather started to deteriorate with increasing cloud cover and gusting wind. To save time, the crampons (metal spikes) were kept on while negotiating scree slopes and minor rocks. My estimates for gaining certain target points were slipping badly. At one point near the beginning I aimed to reach the first buttress in 25 minutes while it actually took 75 and the projected summit time got gradually later due to the weather and lack of acclimatization. However, there were no technical difficulties and, never having had to turn back before, I was determined to make it.

The weather now turned really wild, with icy bits and even rocky debris uplifted from the ground bombarding my hood, and dark pieces were scattered on the snow. Several false summits were reached and it started to get dark. Moreover, the last drop of water was finished just before I attained the summit cairn. The true summit was also confirmed when I saw a small frozen crater lake, maybe about 20 m below. So here I was on top of Mt Sabalan at 4811 m, in a storm with hardly any equipment for survival. (By an oversight, I had left a woollen balaclava behind.) It was 8:50 p.m. and darkness assisted by menacing clouds approached rapidly. On the way up, I had taken a compass bearing to a rock outcrop, 300--400 feet below the summit. Descending to my target, I was blown over for a second time.

It was the start of the worst night of my life. I went behind a few large rocks but the wind came from all directions. There was a slightly protected space, with an opening through which the icy wind would enter. However, I had no choice but to stay put because it would be suicidal to carry on down, even with a torch (which was left behind to save weight). I stamped my feet up and down 30 times every few minutes but it was exhausting and thirsty work at this altitude. The outer mittens were iced over so it was dangerous to take them off and relieve the crampon strap pressure on my soft hiking boots. The logic for a computer programmer had to be that hands were more valuable than feet. During the night, my head was stuck inside the tiny summit sack and the Goretex jacket was only closed up by the velcro until it came loose. Staying awake became a life-saving struggle, especially after the two previous stormy nights with bad sleep. This dangerous predicament could easily prove fatal.

With no idea of the time, the night seemed endless but eventually at first light I gathered up my things and set off using a conservative compass bearing to avoid several tricky parts. Unfortunately, most volcanos look similar in every direction so it was not surprising I overshot the campsite. It was a desperate struggle walking uphill again and I was greatly relieved to find my camp at 11 a.m. Part of the tent had collapsed due to the raging storm, with several broken poles (later replaced at no cost by the manufacturer). The priority was to brew warm drinks before the feet were inspected. It was an alarming sight -- at least half of every toe was nearly black and without feeling. I packed up and moved slowly down, reaching the thermal pools at 6. Amazingly, I was inspired by the beauty of a crocus field in flower near the pools and even managed to take a picture.

Now I was faced with a real dilemma, namely whether it would be a good idea to expose my frozen feet to the warm water. I could not take the chance to be told later that salvation would lie in such an action, and this logic decided the issue. Besides, I was utterly exhausted and began to hallucinate by hearing voices which was a disturbing experience. A dramatic self-portrait was taken while in the pool and displaying my black toes. Several hours were spent sitting asleep in the pool. Then began the long hike back because I had missed my appointment with the driver (who would not be paid). I was off at 1 a.m. using the head torch but the track was difficult to see and wrong directions were taken and later corrected with the compass. Along the way I came to a river crossing which could not be avoided. Without boots and socks, the pain was excruciating and the damage done to tissues while carrying a nearly 50 lbs sack later proved to be beyond repair. Another problem was that my eyes were getting weaker. Fighting the storm in cloudy conditions without goggles, a common mistake, had caused snow blindness to set in. This is painful and gives the feeling of having sand in the eyes.

Around 5 I lost the track again. Totally exhausted, I lay down to sleep without any worries about wolves. The track became visible at dawn and I continued the agonizing trek. Finally a passing motorbike returning from the pools gave me a lift the final kilometre (which saved me from fierce shepherd dogs) and I reached Lari at 10. Before I could order tea, a soldier pointed his gun at me, asking for my passport. After a little sleep sitting upright in a hard chair, I caught a bus for Ardabil where it had also been snowing (a bad omen).

The rest of the journey back to Tehran was a nightmare. I could barely see and nobody offered to help finding a hospital in spite of several desperate pleas. I had missed my flight but negotiated a penalty with the pilot who spoke English. Antibiotic medicine was finally acquired at a Tehran hospital where they had experience of treating frostbite, just in time to avert the next danger point which was blood poisoning. I was able to borrow money from my contact and buy an expensive single ticket for home. The price was more than estimated but extra money was found in the early morning and I got on the plane five minutes before take-off without tax or security check. (The only time when I lost out when travelling without insurance.) Later that day I walked into the Accident and Emergency department of the Cambridge hospital, reporting the effects of frostbite and snow blindness on a perfectly beautiful April day. There was no rush to deal with me because the legs were still infected. It only remains to say that this epic took place during the first few years of my mountaineering career which could so easily have been terminated.

Postscript.

Following a period of recuperation, I reached the snow summit of the Marmolada (3342 m) in the Dolomites only 16 weeks after losing all the ten toes. I had come through a lucky escape and every day from then on would be a bonus to savour, with every step taken a painful reminder. It certainly did not stop my appetite for the mountains.
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The highest peak in Western Europe attracts many climbers. It is set in a spectacular area and has played a central role in the historical development of mountaineering. I was attending a summer school at Les Houches (Chamonix) which is in an ideal location for attempting Mt Blanc (4807 m). One of the most popular routes involves crossing a section exposed to frequent rock falls; the notorious Grand Couloir. I therefore devised a training program which would also include a closer look before being exposed to this hazard. On the first weekend I made a whole day hike and spent considerable time at 3200 m within view of the Couloir. At random moments rocks would come crashing down the funnel which had to be crossed as quickly as possible.

The Alps present a large number of technical routes of all categories. Early one morning I joined three friends, Anna, Dave and Scott, for a short climb of the Petite Aiguille Verte (3515 m) which is a classic. It was an easy rock ridge, only grade II. However, two of us who were roped together continued for a bit. This required descending a chimney of grade III before gaining a slightly higher point which gave rise to considerable exposure on both sides of the ridge. It also provided a good view of the formidable Dru which would demand a really serious commitment. Still, I had experienced my first taste of roped technical climbing during which a faux pas was made.

A few days later I made a ten hour hike with two companions and this was repeated alone on the next day. Gaining 700 m in 60 minutes showed that I was in good shape for the big challenge. Soon it was time to make the attempt. By late afternoon I passed the Refuge Tête Rousse (3167 m). Then the route crossed the Grand Couloir where I watched a climber in a state of panic trying to avoid a rock fall. The old hut at Aiguille du Goûter (3817 m) was reached 2 1/2 hours later after a little scramble. Sleep was difficult in the crowded hut and the first climbers departed at 3 a.m. As a result of digestive problems I was among the last to start around 5:30 and was forced to take it easy at first.

It was a beautiful day and I could soon follow the clear tracks made by many others. Progress up to the Vallot Refuge (4362 m) was rather slow, including several rest stops. Further on, a little care was needed on the snow ridge, otherwise the climb was straightforward. The ridge itself was quite narrow, with big drops to either side into France or Italy but the absence of wind was helpful for a solo climb. Because of the acclimatization training hikes, the final part was not particularly exhausting. I delayed going up the summit ridge in order to have the top to myself. However, I had to chase away a raven to be on my own for 15 minutes in ideal conditions until the next arrival. The total time of six hours was rather slow but this had not been due to suffering from the altitude. After appropriate photographs were taken, I descended the ridges alone. At the Vallot Refuge I joined the rope of two other climbers for going down the classical Grand Mulets route. This made for an interesting descent and offered security in crossing snow bridges late in the afternoon. An inexperienced climber was put in front to maximize safety by braking at the rear. The unfortunate victim was exhausted and kept falling over but no other problems occurred. Some parts were spectacular, with narrow snow bridges across crevasses for added excitement. It was a long way down the glacier, followed by an hour on a rocky path to the middle station at 2300 m and I reached Chamonix (about 1000 m) six hours after leaving the top.

In order to appreciate the wonderful landscape, I stayed behind a few more days. After hiking to Chamonix I took a short bus ride to a small village called Les Praz des Chamonix. Here I followed a stream until finding a quiet site for my tent, close to the appropriately named Le Paradis park (where camping was not permitted). I woke early next morning to bird song, with only one in the chorus. The sparkling summit of Mt Blanc could be seen through the tent opening. It was a perfect day for a hike and I set off in good style with another continuous 700 m ascent in 60 minutes. This eventually brought me to the lovely Lac Blanc (2352 m) with stunning views of the peak reflected in the still lake, providing added meaning to its name. Naturally such a beauty spot attracts many people even if reaching it requires an effort. At this very moment, Anna and Scott should be heading for the summit. To enjoy the beautiful nature more, the way down to camp was made following streams rather than the path. On the final morning there was only time for a stroll in the woods before packing up. However, the image of Mt Blanc in perfect conditions provided a memory to be treasured.

In retrospect, the training hikes had proved excellent acclimatization. At the same time, studying the rock falls in the Grand Couloir could be considered an investment in accident prevention. The successful climb also boosted my confidence to have gained such a significant peak only 15 months after losing all my toes and now I was ready for bigger mountains. (In the meantime, my jogging time over eight kilometres had improved.)
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The first of many trips to South America was made in August--September 1980. The original challenge was to climb Mt Chimborazo (6310 m) and reach the furthest point from the centre of the Earth. In view of the altitude, it was desirable to get acclimatized by doing something interesting first. The natural choice which presented itself was to hike the famous Inca Road to Machu Picchu which goes to 4000 m in several places. The other climbing members consisted of two astronomical colleagues, Dave and Scott, as well as two family members of Dave's for the trail. Two of us also aimed to visit the fabulous Galapagos at the end, making it a month-long trip.

My journey went via Lima to Arequipa where the big volcanos Chacani and Misti were in view. Already sitting on the train contributed useful acclimatization. Starting from about 2300 m, the highest station was at 4477 m and there was a long stretch on the altiplano over 4500 m. I stopped over at a small town before continuing on to the old Inca capital of Cuzco (3400 m). The rest of the gang arrived and we spent two days observing the local sights and culture. The walls of Sacsahuaman were especially impressive, with huge stone blocks fitting tightly. Here the Inca and his nobles could watch events on the parade ground.

Next day, 24 August, we set off by train and the expedition proper could begin. On the way the train did two switch-backs, travelling backwards, to gain height. Through a chance meeting we heard about a new hut on Whymper's route of Chimborazo which could almost be reached by taxi. We got off at the usual starting point of Kilometre 88 and found there was no bridge over the Urubamba river. Instead the crossing was made by wire with two or three sitting on a wooden platform. The price was subject to negotiation and in the end we had to settle. There was also an official selling entrance tickets to Machu Picchu and after more haggling we bought student tickets at big reductions which turned out to be acceptable. One hour's walk in full Moon brought us to the ruins of Llactapata where we slept in the open but took turns to keep watch -- there was a village nearby.

The trail started from 2600 m in fine weather. However, we soon entered a rain forest with healthy bromelias and plenty of hummingbirds. Needless to say, it was raining and we put up the tents at 3700 m. In the morning, we soon gained the first pass at 4170 m, then it was steep down to 3550 m where we encountered the first tourists. (Today there is a quota restricting the number of trekkers.) In miserable conditions we made the second pass at 3930 m and later camped in the ruins around 3570 m. Next day we passed ruins which had a most original water supply. Clean water emerged out of a hill and fell into a small square well from which it ran through five sequentially spaced baths -- an excellent example of water conservation. At one place where we stopped for lunch it was quite misty. Then suddenly the mist parted and for 30 seconds the fabulous Machu Picchu showed itself in a dramatic revelation, but a glimpse was enough. Further along we set up the fourth camp (2700 m) overlooking the whole site.

Early next morning we had again a brief view of the timeless scene and could explore it before the tourist rush began. For me, a picture of the Sun Stone without people was priceless. The setting was spectacular and one could see how the surrounding jungle had shielded the top of the hill from being discovered for so long. On the far side, a fast climb to the top of Waina Picchu provided another stunning over-view. I split up from the others and headed for the hot spring at Aguas Calientes. It was exhilarating to alternate between the hot and cold water for maximum exposure. After this born-again experience, I headed back to Cuzco on the local train which meant standing for two hours. Another day was spent visiting the area by taxi. In particular, the stonework at Pisac was exceptionally fine even by today's standards.

The next hop was from Cuzco to Quito via Lima on 30 August. In our hotel we met a German lady climber who had just done the Whymper route on Chimborazo. She reported strong winds and stones flying through the air on the lower sections. We took a fast bus to the small town of Ambato and tracked down Señor Vasques who had been recommended for taxi arrangements. He had been to the Ventemilla summit of Chimborazo 31 times and also the top of Aconcagua twice. The plan was for the three climbers to be driven up, then the other two members coming to meet us three days later. Further back-up drives would be made in case of delays. Next morning, a 1957 Ford transported us to 4800 m on a brand new road. The approach presented a fabulous view of the ice-covered mountain. It was only half an hour to the Whymper refugio at 5000 m. The hut had electricity and sometimes running water. At sunset two climbers could be seen struggling to get down so with their third member we mounted a rescue. The climbers were reached after a rock scramble. They were tired after spending 20 hours on the mountain and moved slowly. From their report we decided to start at midnight after a day of acclimatization.

On Summit Day we set off at 12.20 a.m. The ridge was gained in one hour, then there was another hour along an easy sandy ridge. Two hours more and we were on top of the scree. Already we were 700 m above the hut which left an ice climb of 600 m. Ascending on ice turned out to be easier than the scrambling. Scott was leading and planted marker flags for safe return in bad visibility. Progress was slow and there were a few small crevasses for jumping. After traversing, the route now turned straight up to the Ventemilla summit which was reached by 9:50. We rested by sitting on snow shoes which had been brought in order to deal with possible loose snow. However, the trail itself was well trodden and it only took 30 minutes to attain the Whymper summit, named after Edward Whymper of the Alpine Club who made the first ascent in 1880. Before arriving, I unclipped from the rope and went ahead to photograph the others, demonstrating the benefit of extra acclimatization. Here we were at 6300 m and the furthermost point from the centre of the Earth which made for a memorable achievement. On leaving at noon, I noticed that the sun seemed to be directly overhead.

The way down was not without incidents. On the lower parts there was a bit of fog and the route markers were useful. Coming down the steep scree slope, we were exposed to small stones that had now been dislodged and were potentially dangerous. Some care had to be exercised and I also benefited from rope support. The hut was reached at 5:15, about 17 hours after setting out and we had been rewarded by perfect weather throughout. Next morning, we waited at the roadside until the taxi arrived. However, instead of the other team members it was Señor Vasques who greeted us warmly. Because both the road and the hut had only been open for a year, he had not climbed on this side and also considered the Whymper route dangerous due to the falling rocks.

We continued to the appropriately named Baños, at the foot of the active volcano Sangay which supplies hot water to the local baths. We spent several wonderful sessions in the baths before taking a bus to Quito the next day. This left one whole day for sightseeing with Dave's family before they headed for home. We explored the colourful market of Otavalo which was rich in textiles. Three sleeping astronomers presented an incongruous sight on passing an Equator monument but the taxi took us to the official one the other side of Quito. The old monument had fallen down but a new was in the process of being built, still 200 m in the wrong place.

Time was now ripe for planning the Cotopaxi climb. On the flight to Quito the pilot had flown very close and Dave had lost interest after seeing the effect of strong winds. We were joined by another third member who had failed due to taking the wrong route. At the airport we rented a small truck and with Scott driving the hut was reached at 4800 m in just over four hours. An early start was made at 3:30 a.m. in strong winds. I was in a very weak state and was not keen to go, hoping for a better day. It was agreed that this would be a trial run. In two hours we reached the top of the scree which was without technical problems. Our new member who knew the first part advanced up a steep section with ice axe and hammer, then made a belay with two ice screws and it was easy to follow by using a prusik (rope friction knot) and front-pointing. Several exposed crevasses were avoided. Scott took over the lead and placed wands as route markers. The wind increased as we gained height and our new member slowed down. He did not want to come the last 200 m but after a welcome break in a sheltered spot he was persuaded. Finally we made it for 12:50 after checking carefully in the mist for any higher points. At an altimeter reading of 5830 m, the ice climbing effort had been greater than on Chimborazo. Amazingly, because of my weak state, only one small piece of chocolate represented my entire energy consumption on the climb and there had been no breakfast.

We stopped below the summit at a sheltered area for some rest. On starting off again, I tripped over the rope and fell down on the next terrace, three feet below. I landed on my chest and felt a shock travelling through my body. The ribs appeared to be strained which made for painful sleeping and the effect would be felt for several years. The way down was easy to find in reasonable visibility. Two crevasses required careful belay across and there was also a critical snow bridge which was close to collapsing. We were back to the hut after 13 hours where the night was spent, still with little food intake.

Two days later, 11 September, we were rolling downhill to Guayaquil in an uncomfortable single train carriage. Still, the price of $3 for 11 hours seemed a good deal. Going down from 2800 m to sea level was impressive. There was a large change of vegetation as we descended and ended up with jungle. Next day we took a propeller plane to Baltra on Galapagos for a week's stay. I had deliberately avoided seeing a doctor in case I would not be allowed to travel. Arriving on the main island, Santa Cruz, we met a lady who was known for organizing tourists into boat groups. Camping at $1 per night was a pleasant surprise. We met the boat captain in the morning who confirmed the trip even if only six people came. His small boat was supposed to be the best and could be chartered for $180 per day, fully inclusive. At the Darwin Station we visited the museum followed by the tortoise pens, one for each island, and a few large ones were kept separately. Visiting the small beach, I spotted my first marine iguana and sandy red lizards lived near the tent.  The five day cruise at the cost of $120 started in the morning. We boarded the Angelita in slight drizzle so characteristic of the Galapagos. The crew consisted of a cook, guide and captain. Already in those days, the guide was obligatory to enforce the strict conservation rules of keeping the islands pristine. A two hour crossing brought us to the island of Plaza. We spotted a colony of about 50 sea lions in the harbour. The dominant male occupied the landing site and had to be chased away with hand-claps. He showed his teeth and his cries indicated displeasure. On land, it was difficult for the sea lions to walk on the predominant lava rocks. Photogenic yellow land iguanas were in evidence and could be approached to within four feet. The tour continued across the island with interesting birds to be seen. This included petrels and the gaviota blanca which is a sea gull feeding at night. There were also blue-footed boobies and overhead, stylish frigate birds. And most remarkable, a shoal of large fish swimming near the surface which made a tasty target for birds. In short, it was an amazing introduction to the wonders of the Galapagos.

After lunch, the guide explained many aspects of the islands relating to conservation. One problem concerned wild dogs and pigs which were threatening the tortoises and many destructive feral goats were also present. We crossed over to the north side of Santa Cruz where we spent the night. Here was a one kilometre long beach where several hundred turtles lay their eggs every year. Another two hour crossing was made to the island of Sombrero Chino which has several sandy beaches. There were many sea lion babies which were not afraid of tourists. A blue-footed booby tolerated its picture taken from five feet. It was surprising to see a large colony of red Sally Lightfoot crabs scattered on moist rocks instead of being confined to the sea. (They would actually drown.) In fact they tend to live above the limit of sea spray. Not to mention a crowd of marine iguanas piled on top of each other as if waiting for the bus. They sat motionless, staring into space and occasionally spat out salt.  While we were swimming, the captain caught something big on the fishing line. Following a struggle, it could be seen to be a shark which was eventually pulled up on the beach. Its size matched easily my own when I lay down for measuring. After it had been admired, it was pushed out to sea again but was motionless for a while. This caused a curious sea lion to approach but on recognizing the adversary it shot away like a rocket, causing laughter. The best experience was to swim with sea lions. They came within one metre and seemed to enjoy their superior speed.

On the same day we motored for an hour in choppy seas to the island of Rabida which has a red sandy beach. We missed flamingos but saw a nesting pelican. Quite suddenly a manta ray jumped clear out of the water several times. There was more swimming with sea lions. The guide showed that they followed him when swimming under water. We made another night stop at the next island. James Bay contained many lava pools connected to the sea. This was a favourite place for sea lions. The show stealers were four baby seals playing in a shallow tidal pool not connected to the sea. With wet bodies, they looked like otters. There were also larger seals which were browner. Finally the flamingos were spotted; only five but a unique sighting. In the evening the cook put on a wet-suit and went lobster catching with a torch.

On the last full day we made a trip to Bartholomew island and hiked about 100 m up to the summit. The volcanic cones looked like a lunar landscape. Because of recent eruptions, only a few cacti had taken hold in the barren landscape. The cook had caught 30 lobsters and 20 crayfish, so we were treated to a feast. Later we heard shouts that the penguins had arrived. Three were swimming around a small rock with a pelican on the top. They wanted to get up but the pelican opened its beak and frightened them away. We approached in the boat and scared the pelican whereupon the penguins occupied the rock and posed for pictures at close quarters. To me, this comical scene was the highlight of the boat trip. Sullivan Bay on Santiago contained evidence of recent lava flows (90 years old). One could see a number of half-metre sized volcanos and only a few cacti revealed the tenacity to start life in hostile environments. The main attraction on Seymour island was to see courting blue-footed boobies. This wonderful ritual involves the male shifting his weight from one foot to the other, then producing a whistling sound. In appreciation, the female makes a noise clapping her beak. We were even lucky to see the actual mating taking place. This show was a suitable finale to our successful visit which revealed a unique world that must be preserved at all cost.
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My first expedition with a professional guide took place in 1981 when I joined the Mountain Travel team bound for Nun-Kun in Kashmir (India). Our leader, Gordon Wiltsie, was a superb photographer but also capable of climbing big walls of rock and ice. Of the seven clients, I was the only non-American. Later we would be joined by a strong Sherpa team of five plus the obligatory Liaison Officer. The formidable back-up of actual Sherpas indicated the seriousness of the undertaking. One had reached Everest summit and another had been on the top of Nun.

We arrived together in Srinagar and took up residence on one of

the many house-boats on Lake Dal. Already the taxi ride through town revealed an exotic flavour, with plenty of cows in the streets. Our boat was about 100 feet long and decorated with examples of the local crafts in the form of elaborate wood carvings and beautiful carpets. The boats were surrounded by giant lotus plants with many large flowers. We were soon exposed to persistent hawkers who displayed their wares or invited us to their carpet factories. I was fortunate in having an introduction to the Sidiq brothers who specialized in wood carving. The work was so exquisite that I simply had to buy something and not worry too much whether it would fit in the luggage. It was also entertaining to watch the Americans giving up at an early stage of haggling, just because the price seemed reasonable for them.

After three days being exposed to a different culture, it was time to start out for the mountains. The first stage was by special bus to Kargil, albeit an old one. This entailed driving up the notorious Zoji La on a bad road with plenty of unprotected exposure. Although the driver looked calm, it was difficult to have confidence in the brakes which were needed at tricky places, like reversing on sharp bends. It was a relief to top out at 3528 m, after which the road improved considerably and we reached Kargil (2700 m) ten hours later. The final stage of the drive was to Tongul (3330 m) which is the last village before going into Zanskar. It was fun sitting on top in the large tool box which provided good views of local village life. This location was to be our temporary base until all the supplies could be carried to the proper Base Camp. Next morning, 48 porters were hired while most of the team members set out on a training hike. In the end four of us reached the top around 4300 m which was perhaps not wise but a good indication of who would turn out to be the strongest. It got very hot and I was dehydrated after the seven hour trip. On the subsequent day I paid the price for my exertion and ran a small temperature. It was a real struggle to make Base Camp (12 August, 4140 m) in five hours with a light load, compared to two hours for the laden porters.

Base Camp was situated on grass with colourful meadows near. In spite of frequent consumption of tea to cure dehydration, my temperature was persistently high. Suffering a heavy cold, I therefore took it easy on the following day while three others carried to Advance Base Camp (ABC). In the end, it took at least four days to recover full strength but I was not the only one affected by a cold. Two live lambs had been brought up for fresh meat. This was rejected by one team member who had been a shepherd at one stage. After one had been dispatched we could hear the lonely cry of the other. It was sad to know it had not come to this beautiful spot for a holiday. With fresh energy I set out for ABC with another member who soon turned back with a bad headache. The transfer to ABC was a significant step which meant the start of serious mountaineering. Already five members had made it up the ice fall, the most experienced placing fixed ropes.

My real challenge began next day when I went up the ice fall. It was the first time with plastic double boots and special crampons which passed the test. A few deep crevasses had to be crossed using fixed ropes, then it took half an hour to traverse the snow plateau and finally a bit further uphill. It was a great moment when the first tent was erected at Camp 1 (5350 m) by four Sherpas and just four team members. We got a good look at Nun in sunshine, still some 6000 feet above. Another carry was made next morning, followed by return to ABC after a full nine hours round trip. The heat in the ice fall was zapping our strength and care had to be taken crossing snow bridges and a few deep crevasses, even when using the fixed rope. The third trip to Camp 1 was my last. It was great to be in the lead, together with the guide and the strongest team member as well as two Sherpas. This time the trip up was reduced to 4 hours 30 minutes which was a good sign. I took advantage of the favourable conditions to have a refreshing wash in a small stream near the rock face. At sunset over camp there was a wonderful alpenglow on the peak which made for a classic picture. And in the far distance, the killer mountain Nanga Parbat was visible.

The task was now to place fixed ropes on the way to Camp 2. We first hiked up an easy slope to a rocky outcrop where the work began. The three experienced climbers took it in turn to place ice screws while I remained near the end, picking up safety anchors. It was instructive watching the leading climber advance with the rope attached to an ice screw which was drilled in securely and other members could move up using a jumar (ascender). The process was slowed down by the need to cut away ice for making a safe placing and the unfortunate climbers directly below would be exposed to the debris. An altitude of 5950 m was reached on a perfect day by the first effort.

Next day was a rest day. My pulse measured only 61 which was a big improvement on the rates at BC. The weather was not too friendly and we experienced hail. However, we had about ten days left of the schedule and another five as contingency so unpleasant conditions could be accommodated. Following a night of snowfall, our small group made a carry to the rocks while others placed the final fixed ropes to Camp 2. The afternoon was spoilt by more snow but the wind calmed down for the night. Next day we made a carry to Camp 2. It had been cold at breakfast but now the heat was unbearable. After eight full rope lengths of 50 m there were two snow scrambles and we nearly did not make it, swimming in deep new snow. At the critical stage my strong tent mate said "Do you realize you have paid to do this?". The camp was situated on a ledge, sheltered by a 20 foot wall running along with lovely ice structures hanging down. The exposed view from the toilet position was quite impressive. After an hour we got back to the rocks using the prusik and the rest was just a walk, albeit with care.

Due to the rapid progress, we had a rest day. This enabled reviews of ice axe techniques and belays as well as knots. The formation of teams was also discussed. Team A consisted of Gordon, the strongest client and a Sherpa who had been to the top with another expedition. Their task was to fix ropes through the rock band above Camp 3 and go for the 7200 metre summit if possible. With two other members, I joined team B which would be in support of the leaders and get the next summit opportunity. As it turned out, two members of team C never made it to the start of the fixed ropes just beyond the rocks. This lack of security was deliberate so the guide could use it as a test for coping higher up. The next day provided another rest day for team B. Team A set out for Camp 2, supported by a Sherpa carrying. An avalanche was observed 200 m to one side of the climbers. One of the Sherpas said "inshallah" (if Allah wills it). The LO also made it but returned quickly with a headache.

The day for moving to Camp 2 had arrived. Three members and a Sherpa were leading from the rocks. It was hard work pushing up the 45 degree ice slope in the heat. The pain in such conditions is heart-breaking and difficult for others to imagine. However, recovery is usually rapid for those in shape. Three tents were now up at Camp 2 (6000 m). An unexpected good night's sleep at the higher altitude was also reassuring.

Next day my task was to carry to Camp 3. I did not depart until noon, loaded with the vital fuel supply for the stoves and the others were greatly relieved when I appeared 3 hours 30 minutes later. The summit team would start very early next day but for me the descent to Camp 2 was straightforward. Every step had to be watched carefully in places without fixed ropes.  On the final move to Camp 3 I again left late. It started snowing so I waited at the top of the ropes for the tents to become visible. Later the snow increased and it became very windy. The wind strength was such that the safety of the tent became a concern but there was nothing more to be done. The third guy sleeping on the outside faced a drop of 3500 feet but we could only trust the way the tent was pinned down, with three ice axes for additional support. The snow accumulated between the outer and inner tent skins which added to the discomfort so we only managed a few hours sleep.  
No stoves were working in the morning and each of us only had a small amount of water. There was nothing to do but evacuate in the storm because dehydration would soon become serious. At the last minute, the toes of one member got cold and had to be rubbed by hand before setting out. He wore the same Koflach boots as me but had suffered partly frozen toes for 12 days on McKinley. On departure, one tent was left in a collapsed position together with some food in the hope that we would be back. Four of us descended roped up for the first part after which the fixed ropes made it easy. However, one section above Camp 2 was without protection and this proved difficult in the new soft snow. We had hoped for hot drinks at Camp 2 and were mystified to see the tent was missing. Camp 1 was reached five hours later without breakfast or lunch. Here we learnt that the tent at Camp 2 had blown away, containing 40 man-days of food and two stoves. It was supposed to have been occupied by a Sherpa who luckily went down. And at Camp 1, a tent containing one member tumbled over several times before coming to rest.

Two more free days were spent to recover strength after the ordeal. Following much discussion, it was decided to make a second attempt. However, Gordon would only take four team members. Two Sherpas arrived from ABC with food replacements and a cooker. On a beautiful morning we packed up and headed for Camp 2. It was remarkable to observe a living butterfly above 5700 m. A Sherpa came up with an empty pack next day and carried a load to Camp 3. It was another hot windless day and I was happy to start late and take it easy. At the top I hauled in a thick climbing rope for higher up. We used the same platforms as before but this time we were only two sharing and could bring all the equipment inside. Our strong man in the other tent provided large helpings of beef stew produced on the new stove with fresh petrol supply. The weather check at 3:30 a.m. was not great but Gordon decided to start the stove. An hour later the conditions appeared less good and it was a no-go. We stayed in the tent all day and the guys in the other tent had the unenviable task of supplying meals.

The second morning was much the same, with windy conditions on top and low pressure. After the pleasure of enjoying scrambled eggs for breakfast, I had the job of washing out the pan in freezing conditions with 18 F inside. The weather turned friendly towards the evening but some high cirrus clouds were noticed. The views across to the rocky sister-mountain, Kun, provided photo opportunities and we were in high spirits. It was fairly still at 3:30 on the third morning but then the wind sprung up. An hour later we could hear shouts to delay getting ready. Finally at 8 we had a decisive discussion. Considering the conditions, the only hope was for an improvement but there was just enough fuel for three more meals and a severe storm could pin us down for days. Against this backdrop, the decision to continue was too risky for a commercial expedition. My tent companion who had put in much dedicated training cried but we had to face up to the inevitable and pack up. Our strongest member said "I still can't believe it". The descent to Camp 2 did not present any problems but Gordon gave me a safety belay on the tricky bit from the last fixed rope. It was instructive watching the fixed ropes being unrolled by the last climber who needed to perform a balancing act while I was clipped in the whole time. About 20 minutes above Camp 1 a Sherpa came up and insisted on carrying my backpack. This was the first time such an offer had been made but I still felt strong. Down at the camp we could see high winds on top, with a snow plume coming off above Camp 3.

It now remained to bring everything down. Several Sherpas arrived to pick up loads, including our famous sirdar (BC manager) who made his ninth trip up the ice fall. (Gordon had promised his wife that he would not be exposed to dangerous climbing.) I managed to carry all my things in one go, with the summit sack strapped on top. Along the way the leader dropped into a small crevasse but I grabbed his arm. Our strong man was exhausted but revived after receiving glucose tablets. After a short break at ABC I set off in hiking boots but had to leave the heavy plastic boots for the porters. Finally I was back in BC after 22 days on snow and ice. It had been an enriching experience with a certain amount of danger and hardship which would provide lasting memories as well as good training.

We remained in BC for the next three nights, enjoying the delights of fresh food. Gordon entertained us with a two hour lecture on Nepal; he knew the country and spoke the language. He received a paper cutting from California with news of dead climbers on the other side of Nun -- one woman from pulmonary oedema and one man in a crevasse. The LO from a new expedition was also affected by altitude sickness after going up too fast and was given oxygen from our unused supply. As a special parting gift, we got three Buddhist prayer flags each from the line at BC. They had been blessed by the Lama of Thyangboche Monastery but would not be left behind in Muslim territory. On the final day 30 porters turned up to help clear the camp. We were glad to leave BC which was gradually becoming more miserable with frequent snow showers. In retrospect, this turned out to be my most technical expedition, where I was introduced to serious ice climbing. Next afternoon it was back to Kargil on top of the tool box and catching the bus for Srinagar, coming full circle to face the hawkers again.
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The first sight of Mt McKinley when flying into Anchorage in 1982 sent shivers down my spine. With its base around 3000 feet, the massive bulk towers more than 17,000 feet above the surroundings and presents an imposing view. McKinley, or Denali to the purists, acts like a magnet to aspiring mountaineers who are willing to risk their life and limbs in the pursuit of this icy goddess. Fortunately I had signed up with Gary Bocarde, one of the best guides in Alaska. We were a group of eight climbers with acceptable experience and would also be supported by an assistant guide. Small planes transport the climbers from Talkeetna to 7000 feet on the Kahiltna glacier where the ascent usually begins. However, bad weather prevented us from leaving for several days. The dangers of flying to the glaciers have created legendary pilots and ours was no exception.

With about 200 climbers on the mountain, the landing area looked like a tented city. We were surrounded by the formidable giants of Mt Foraker and Hunter all covered in white, with McKinley itself a bit further away. Sometimes one could see avalanches thundering down at a safe distance. In the evening we set off on a five mile carry, using seven sledges plus a small load in the backpacks, then returned to sleep. We learnt this style from our guide to prevent overheating on the glaciers, which can be a real problem. Next day our pilot brought in a TV news reader celebrity who was introduced to the guide. This produced considerable excitement and photographic activity worthy of a film star.

Next evening we packed up and left on skis. A camp at 8000 feet was established by midnight. It was a rather cold night but my extra overbag was not needed. Around noon a plane passed overhead. Gary communicated with the pilot who said he would make a drop. On the next fly-by he came in low and two packages hit the snow close to the camp. There were 12 beer cans in one and ice cream in the other, with the delivery a present from a friend. A maximum temperature of 70 F was measured before it clouded over and the danger signal of a large lenticular cloud could be seen on top. A few of us made the next evening carry without a sledge but lost out to those who did.

In the afternoon, we left camp for the next stage. It was my first trip on snow shoes which did not seem to help much. We reached a previous cache but Gary decided to continue because the Kahiltna Pass can be a windy place while it may be fine a bit higher up. We were now at Camp 3 (11,000 feet) where we stayed two nights. I tried out all the three sleeping bag layers which left nothing, except putting on more clothes. (My Alaska friend from Nun had recommended using two good pairs of thermal underwear.) In the morning, we returned to the cache and brought up everything. After a brief rest we carried to Camp 4 (at 12,500 ft), just below Windy Corner. Transfer to Camp 4 would normally follow the next day but strong winds could be seen and the decision was made to stay put. New spaces were dug for the tents as storm protection while we awaited developments. The following morning we could only exit the tent through a side tunnel and there was a high pile of snow on three sides. After some shovelling, the rest of the day was spent inside. Because most of the food was already at the next camp and the prospects were grim, there would now be rationing, with only three meals available.

On the second day at 11,000 feet the weather was much the same. It had snowed all night, with gusting winds. As the snow piled up, the tent was compressed from two sides which made for a cramped sitting or sleeping position. The first and only meal of the day was served at 4 p.m. and the large helping felt like a feast. A Japanese climber was reported with pulmonary at 14,000 feet and several members volunteered to relay the medicine being organized from below. However, the emergency carry did not take place. The rest of the day was spent finishing Papillon's story of solitary confinement which seemed an appropriate match to our own predicament.

After the third night of being trapped, the wind calmed down and it finally stopped snowing. The sounds of huge Chinook rescue helicopters indicated better conditions. Meanwhile, one hour's sunshine helped drying out the sleeping bags. From the cache at 12,500 feet we advanced slowly on crampons to Windy Corner. At this place we needed to do a traverse where the path was on ice. My sledge was off the trail and needed an effort to get across. Less fortunate was another guy whose load fell off the sledge as it overturned and rolled down a hill. The valuable cargo of dinners was later recovered by the guide. Camp 4 at 14,300 feet was eventually reached at 8 p.m. It had turned cold and by 11 it was -10 F outside. In the morning, we carried loads to 16,000 feet. The path was one steady snow slope but it took four hours to gain the West Buttress ridge. There was a fixed rope up the last part and with three people clipped in, progress was slow. However, after last year's practice I found it easy to use the ascender for securing the advance. The cache was made at a safe place just after the ridge crest and it would only take an hour to get down for a pick-up later. 
We stayed at Camp 4 an extra day because the conditions were unpleasant. There had been no successful summits for a while and quite a few people had abandoned the attempt. One group was led by Peter Habeler of Everest fame (joint first ascent without oxygen). They quit during the storm but Habeler stayed on for another summit attempt. He only made it to 19,500 feet, saying he had never experienced such winds. Fortunately we still had several days in hand and the waiting game paid off. The plan was to skip making camp at 16,200 feet and proceed directly to 17,200. Meanwhile the sun came out for a while and heated the tent -- at 88 F it was quite tropical and we stripped to underpants.

After five days of inactivity it was good to be moving again. The fixed ropes were reached in two hours without resting. Further along the West Buttress has two steep sections with a significant drop on each side. However, the ridge itself was quite straightforward with plenty of good footholds. The site of Camp 5 (17,200 ft) was gained in a further three hours. Although tired, we had to find the energy to establish platforms and could finally enjoy hot drinks and supper at 10. The sky was completely clear and displayed a wonderful sunset at 11:20. We had gained 3000 feet in one day so it was not surprising that sleep was difficult, especially bearing in mind the late supper and the excitement of having reached this key spot.  The following day was dedicated to acclimatization and carrying up the cache from 16,000 feet. With three of us on the rope, one guy stumbled and started to slide. Luckily I was in a good position at the rear and could make an arrest at once, using a belay on the ice axe. Next day revealed a lenticular cloud over the top and we had to wait again. One possibility would be to go for the summit at 3 p.m. but this would make a colder return. Thus the afternoon passed without any action. I spotted a slow-moving climber returning to camp. He was clearly tired and had to face a slight gradient on the last bit, so I went to meet him. He had turned back but his companion had taken the only water bottle to the summit. Getting water from my bottle acted like a life saver. It was simply amazing to observe such a state of exhaustion which I have also experienced on two occasions. At the end of the day we learnt that the forecast was good, with winds of 15 knots and -20 F predicted for the summit. By now I had recovered my strength and was confident about making it.

On Summit Day, 14 June, we left at 9:15 a.m. It took only 1 hour 45 minutes up to Denali Pass where we left the snow shoes. We were three on one rope advancing at a slow pace. It turned misty when we reached the big plateau. The outline of a large mountain ahead was almost terrifying. (The guide said later that it appears more like an illusion.) The main effort was in gaining the final ridge which was quite pretty, with a sharp drop-off to the right. Finally we all made it and had the 20,320 feet (6194 m) summit to ourselves. It did not feel cold on top and amazingly I did not use my down jacket; just two thermals, woollen shirt, pile jacket and the Goretex. (Some climbers reported -35 F on the summit at 3 a.m.) The return trip was made in 2 hours 15 minutes, with a total time of ten hours. I was surprised to feel strong at the end and not the slightest exhausted.

The next day proved to be testing. First the weather relented and we were set to leave. Unfortunately, the wind increased and created white-out conditions. It got so bad that one of my tent mates who went to collect dinners did not find our tent again and had to be rescued by the guide. In the end my entire day was spent in the sleeping bag. The dawn of another day did not bring much clarification. The expedition had been advertized as a traverse, coming down 45 miles on the northern side. Now we were split in two equal groups, with four wanting to return by the standard route. This left the assistant guide willing to act as our new leader. After much deliberation the guide called it off, saying the wind was too strong for descending Karsten's Ridge. Moreover, the four days available to the assistant guide were unlikely to be sufficient in the uncertain weather.

And so the die was cast and we all had to go down together. (On return to Anchorage I learnt that there had been flooding on the northern side, with big problems of river crossings.) However, first a party of four needed to recover many breakfasts and dinners stashed at Denali Pass, together with some of my valuable equipment. This time it was bitterly cold going up even with three pairs of gloves. One member turned back at the half way stage with cold toes, wearing special warm Korean boots. On this occasion, the snow blowing along the surface (spindrift) created adverse conditions with danger of frostbite. Once more, delay seemed inevitable.  Although it was another cold day, staying put was not an option. We departed at 12 noon and roped up for the ridge. It got warmer as soon as we started on the fixed ropes. A rest stop was made at the 14,300 feet camp where Gary's friend supplied hot water from the medical tent. Further down near Windy Corner we faced poor visibility. At one place, I stepped into a hole and getting out proved tricky. However, I was on a rope so there was no problem. The 12,500 feet cache location showed evidence of an avalanche and another group had lost equipment. The last hills down to 11,000 feet were sunny and here we were given hot soup. Snow shoes were used on the last part in perfect weather and we reached Base Camp at 12:35 a.m., having come all the way from 17,200 feet in 12 hours 30 minutes. This was in stark contrast to the long struggle of gaining the altitude. The thought of putting up another tent with ice inside did not appeal to me so I bedded down on the glacier itself. In any case, sleeping out in 25 F was not a great hardship after what we had been through.

On the final day we were eventually flown out. It had taken us 16 days to conquer this magical mountain which had shown its multi-faceted temperament dressed in pure white. Yet the Ice Queen had allowed us to touch her crown unharmed. (Not everyone comes away unscathed: on the plane home I met an unfortunate climber who had lost all his fingers due to frostbite after falling down a ridge and losing his gloves.) During the flight there was perfect visibility to admire the changing landscape. At one turn by the plane the whole mountain except the peak itself came into view and it was incredible to think we had actually been there. On the climb I had nursed a few willow buds from Talkeetna to remind myself of the living world. The transformation to the first green vegetation brought tears to my eyes and the circle was closed.
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South America is full of mountaineering objectives so the choice is wide open. After a previous trekking trip to Peru and climbing in Ecuador, the glaciated peaks of Bolivia above 6000 m were more than a match for three Norwegian friends whose own mountains barely exceed 2000 m. The presence of interesting objectives for acclimatization was also an attraction. In early July 1983, Jon, Thorstein and I arrived in the colonial town of Arequipa. This was a convenient starting point for the train to Puno which would give gradual exposure to altitude. A boy travelling on the train acted as agent for a hotel in Puno and with the name of Europa we were hooked.

Puno lies on the edge of Lake Titicaca at 3835 m which called for some gentle sightseeing.  What could be more leisurely than gliding along on a reed boat made famous by our countryman, Thor Heyerdahl? We stopped on the floating reed island of Uros and were tempted to buy hand made articles. (I still treasure the little reed boat bought here.) One boy knew all the bird names and told me the heron had the charming name of San Martin Pescador (fisherman). Next day a proper boat made a three hour trip to the island of Taquile. At the top of a steep path 100 m up the view was breath-taking, with the major ice peaks Ancohuma and Illampu glimmering in the sun. Although we were already at 4000 m, their appearance looked impressive. Most men wore colourful dresses with scarves around the waist without trying to sell anything. In the evening we listened to authentic flute music in town which created an evocative atmosphere.

The move to La Paz was done in two stages. Because of the heavy luggage (total weight 109 kg), we first took a large taxi to the border. Now we faced a problem to gain entry. Although Bolivia had supported Argentina during the Falklands war, England was not on the blacklist but inexplicably Norway was. The stand-off was resolved on payment of $1, then another bribe got us through the customs. Eventually we had a long bus ride to La Paz, supposedly on a `special' which turned out to be very crowded. Our target peak of Huayna Potosi (6088 m) loomed large and the view down from the altiplano around 4000 m to La Paz (about 3500 m) was spectacular, with Illimani behind crowning the picture. The next two days were devoted to shopping and getting used to the altitude. It turned out there was an economy crisis (100% inflation) and sugar was held back until new prices came into force. However, a helpful German-speaking lady in the market offered to help. Buying fuel also turned out to be problematic and a long time was spent acquiring maps at the military institute. A taxi to the Zongo pass (4750 m) was negotiated after haggling; $20 in notes seemed a bargain for getting to Base Camp.

A llama herd greeted us at the off-loading point. After a short carry past a dam we set up camp on level grass. It was 14 July and the start of our expedition. Fortunately the stove worked with the wrong fuel -- petrol instead of kerosene. The next camp (5000 m) was made near the glacier where there was running water. To save weight, I left the money belt and telephoto lens behind in the rocks before setting off. Next day we tried to explore an alternative route. It turned out to require rope and ice screw belays which made for slow progress. However, around 5250 m with Thorstein the ice climber in the lead we failed to proceed further. From here a more likely direct route for another attempt could be seen. Early next morning we reached the steep part as it was getting light. However, around 8 we decided to go down because it would be tricky to negotiate the steep section in darkness on the return. Later it turned out we had misunderstood the guidebook which referred to orographic left, following the glacier flow. We returned and moved up on the other side to prepare a new attempt. At 5200 m a small campsite with another tent was found.

The fly was ripped loose during the windy night. We overslept but set off at 7, following the path which skirted several crevasses. Further along at the Argentinian camp stood an empty tent. An attempt to contour round the ridge was unsuccessful, after which we were faced with a direct assault. On the steep section I was able to lead and belay the others. Soon we were on snow, with modest slopes until the summit pyramid. Three French had climbed a steep snow slope and were traversing the narrow ridge but this seemed too risky for us with less time in hand. We retreated a bit to face the main pyramid which was surrounded by a bergschrund (ice skirt). In one place a lower lip allowed gaining the ice. Now time was at a premium and we set off up the 40 degree slope unroped because it consisted of numerous small nieve penitentes (icy spikes) which would arrest a fall. The last 120 m were done in 35 minutes and the others followed. My third 6000 m peak had been snatched from the jaws of defeat which made it more precious. I proceeded carefully a few feet up to the icy pinnacle and was photographed kissing the very summit. There was a near-vertical face on the other side which could be seen through a hole in the corniced ridge.

The time for getting back was short and it was dark when we reached 5500 m. Many crevasses, some marked by us, had to be circumvented which slowed us down. Using a small torch, we made it back by 9 after difficult route finding. With no arrangements for return, next day we hiked five kilometres to a mine where we just missed a bus. However, a truck with Indians returning to town with empty beer bottles came to the rescue and brought us to the outskirts of La Paz where a decrepit taxi took over. On the way, the driver's companion looked out of the window to see whether the wheels were on but we had faced greater dangers.

The next two days were devoted to recovering and planning menus for an eight day expedition to Ancohuma. There was still no sugar to be had which was somewhat ironic with the capital called Sucre. We heard rumours there had been a revolution but nobody knew for sure and the streets were calm. At the bus stop we boarded a large lorry and squeezed in with all our stuff in one corner. By 7:30 the truck seemed generously full. However, further along we made two more stops to pick up passengers. Thorstein counted 60 standing but 70 was probably nearer the final number. In fact, space was so tight it was nearly impossible to find a place for the feet. The profiles of Ancohuma and Illampu grew larger. Topping out at 4100 m, we descended into an impressive valley of Nepalese proportions and reached the village of Sorata (2850 m) which felt tropical after going across the windswept altiplano (banana trees could be seen). We ended up in the only central hotel which had last been occupied by foreign visitors four months ago. By a stroke of luck, 1lb of sugar was acquired and resulted in a generous tip to the shopkeeper. As an indication of transport costs, the total bill for the seven hours by truck was 600 pesos (about $1) while the ten minutes by taxi to the bus station cost 2000.

The day was spent in Sorata trying to arrange transport to the next village. Sorata is located on the back side of Ancohuma and another stage was needed to reach a village without regular communications. A local informed us of a car going up next day. In fact, the vehicle was heading for the end of the road, beyond the village to pick up a party of mountaineers. Given that we were going to the same place, I persuaded the driver to accept $50 instead of a 100. After lengthy haggling, the return trip in an old truck was agreed at $80. Around 5 next morning we were picked up by a truck in good condition. There was a high pass at 4650 m, then down a steep valley to the village of Ancohuma (3850 m) where cargo was unloaded. This was followed by another pass (4500 m) and descent to the Calendaria mine (4100 m) at the end of the road. This place overlooked the hamlet of Coco which lay on the trail. The driver introduced us to Angelino who had llamas for carrying. A price of $22 was negotiated for two trips with six llamas to BC (4670 m). We were now 60 km from Sorata but 17 from the last village and the plan was to return on foot the latter distance with lighter loads.

In the morning (25 July), we could admire the llamas posing for pictures. Catching the profiles of two opposing heads was another photographic highlight. First there was a steep drop of 550 m before we could gain height. Although we carried little, it was hard work keeping up with the pack train. A condor was spotted gliding by and Chearcota BC (4670 m) was reached six hours later in foggy conditions. The tent was put up on a flat grassy plain next to a lake. The weather improved by the next morning and we could proceed. Another camp was placed at the foot of a steep part of stones and scree (4930 m). To improve sleeping we pulled up grass and placed it under the tent. The main glacier started at 5230 m but we managed to skirt the ice fall and enter higher up. Huge crevasses had to be bypassed and the whole area was full of small penitentes which slowed progress. Finally we could see the mountain itself. A little further on, there was a sheltered campsite (5520 m) which had been used before.

The night was very cold, with minimum temperature of -22 C and the others slept fully clothed. We only managed to start at 8:30. After gaining the col the route crossed a large plateau. In the glaring sun without any wind the overheating was considerable. Following a rest at a col, we continued to 6000 m at the bottom of the ridge. Without time to traverse to the next glacier and scaling another ice fall, we had to search for a weakness in the rotten bergschrund before the ridge could be mounted. After careful inspection this was found to be beyond our capability and at 6100 m it was reluctantly decided to abandon the attempt. Because of the cold night and with my feet being wet it was too risky to make a bivouac. The pity was, we did not have a spare day because Thorstein had a tight schedule. The retreat was straightforward and on the following day we descended to the Chearcota BC.

Next morning, five llamas arrived and were packed up. On the way down, one escaped in the fog and the assistant went to find it. Back at the mine, we negotiated for two donkeys to carry our sacks to Ancohuma village and donated spare items to the llama herder. On 31 July Angelino came up and started loading the donkeys. At that moment the truck booked for Ancohuma at 3 p.m. turned up unexpectedly. The driver had been in the area hunting and was curious to see whether we had arrived. And so the donkey fee was handed to the driver and Angelino was rewarded for his troubles. By truck, it took just one hour to the village and saved our weary legs. A local woman with baby was given a lift to hospital. At one stage when she was feeding the baby I could also see a lamb being fed similarly in the reflecting cabin window -- an iconic image to be savoured. On reaching Sorata we boarded a van for La Paz which had room for three on the back. However, we had to wait for a procession of lorries to arrive, with the first carrying a Madonna. It was market day and many women in colourful dress lined the street stalls.

Back in civilization it was time to enjoy good food and relax. Thorstein caught the plane for home, going all the way in his heavy Koflach boots. There was time for Jon and me to visit the classical site of Tiwanaku before beginning a jungle adventure. Because of rampant inflation, the dollar rate had changed from 480 to 650 pesos over three weeks (the same place). We managed to book a flight back from Trinidad five days later which was the last chance for making it home. Early on 3 August we flew to Cochabamba and had great difficulty in locating a bus to Puerto Villaroel. One attempt ended controversially after two hours and we were dumped at the starting point. Another micro left us in a place with one hotel and 14 communal beds. Finally we could continue to our destination by the river Ichilo in the Amazon Basin.

Along the way we passed a rescue vehicle pulling up a lorry in which five people had perished and further on there was a bus on its side with a few more deaths the day before. At the port we heard that a boat called Gloria was due to sail soon and might take about three days to reach Trinidad. It was a Thursday and we had to be back in La Paz for the Monday. On hearing it would be possible to quit after two days we signed on without being quoted the cost. (Later I was told it was not possible to quit.) Departure was announced for noon but delayed several times until we finally set off at 6. We were also assured by the captain that arrival would be by Sunday evening but promises in these parts are not worth much.

Life on board the barge was simple. Sleeping on deck was no hardship in jungle conditions. The first stage did not last long and after an hour we pulled in to avoid getting stuck on sand banks in the dark. Next day I sat in the bow and watched the landscape unfold. Herons and egrets could be seen, also what looked like porpoises. Around noon we made another stop; this time the crew started to load bananas on two smaller accompanying barges. It was frustrating to walk about in the plantation and not find one ripe banana so grapefruit had to suffice. A dish containing meat was served for lunch to supplement our meagre rations. For the night, Jon got the use of my bivouac sack which closed up completely against mosquitos.

After the morning's start we pulled in again. The captain went off with a gun and we heard a shot. Apparently he missed on a wild boar. A bit later a shoal of jumping fish could be seen and the crew approached with a net. Soon they returned with about 50 fishes of good size and we were treated at lunch. A new kind of turtle was spotted and river dolphins were also added to the list. On the first full day we slowed down frequently and a crew member stood in the bow, measuring the depth with a stake. For supper we were handed a good sized grilled fish with nothing else. However, it felt like a real treat in spite of missing out on vegetables.

Next day we continued much longer but still had no idea of the arrival time. Some of the time we travelled parallel to the glowing band of the Milky Way. When we heaved to, the water was boiling with fish but nobody bothered with the net. On the seventh, the barge set off early at 4:30. Breakfast was another grilled fish, this time with stuffed bananas. A few hours later, there was a shout and we headed for a beach. It turned out a water leakage had increased and the crew started repairs so there was time to relax. The river was brown but seeing a crew member drink the water, I decided it was safe to swim and took my chance on piranhas. We got going again, this time well into the night using search lights. Eventually the engine stopped at 3:30 a.m. but I could not see a harbour. We continued for several hours more but time was running out. Soon after the barge actually reached the end of the river trip. However, for us it was the beginning of the end. After paying the captain for three days board and transport ($5 each), we had to reach the town of Trinidad, one of the centres for drug trafficking. According to the Handbook it was another eight kilometres but we were mountaineers. Soon we came to another river where a nine year old girl paddled us 300 m across in a precarious canoe. The onward road was straight and by 10 we reached the outskirts after having seen a rhea bird. We located the airline office and at 10:30 I triumphantly held the tickets in my hand. There was just time to celebrate with a sip of medicinal brandy and jump into a taxi to the airport for take-off at 12. Our combined fortune amounted to 2300 pesos (or $4) so it was literally a close shave and the rest was easy.
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It was late evening in December 1983. I was sitting in my 3000 m Base Camp looking out over the ski resort Parva, above Santiago. This was the start of my acclimatization for Aconcagua, at 6960 m the highest peak in the Western World while my climbing partner, Dave, was doing the same at the Aspen ski resort in Colorado. Getting here was quite easy. My contact in Santiago pointed me to a convenient place for getting a lift so after spending $20 on food in a supermarket I got free transport to Parva and carried my pack a short distance further up where I found a meadow for my tent. This was a perfect starting level for getting used to higher altitudes.

Next day I went for a hike and reached the summit of La Parva (4150 m) which seemed to lie in the direction of the route but my scant information was not sufficient to identify the trail and I later chose the wrong branch. At first I did not realize that the massive mountain facing me was in fact my objective, El Plomo (5424 m). Another day was spent exploring the upper levels. It was wonderful to have a dip in a lake at the col (3680 m). There I met two climbers returning from Plomo who spoke about two refugios (huts) at around 4100 m being full of ice and no available water. A large glacier could be seen across from the ridge and there was a path going up to the right of it.

Now it became serious. I packed up and left extra items behind at a café and set off. Six hours later the summit of Pintor (4270 m) was reached. It offered a stunning view of Plomo which showed a huge amphitheatre. A welcome trickle of water was provided by melting snow. Further along no more tracks could be seen and I got stuck trying to find a way. It had been a ten hour day and I made camp at 4470 m next to a small pool of water. I was off early on Christmas Day with the intention of going for the top. Problems soon presented themselves by a steep rock section which called for care. Finally I got stuck but could see an alternative way through a field of nieve penitents. My informants had not mentioned any difficulties on this part so I began to wonder about the route. Having lost valuable time, I called a halt and returned to camp.

After a meagre breakfast I set off again at 7:30 and tackled the tricky scree slopes in fine style. As usual, the second time of facing a difficulty is easier. I made a small stumble before reaching the bottom of the glacier but this was fixed by a bandage. Now followed an easy hike across the lower part of the glacier to save time and further progress up the long scree slope was rapid. Then there was a ridge which joined up with the summit snow field. Prudence called for crampons and ice axe even though the angle was moderate. It only took 45 minutes to reach the final scree slopes and at 2 I gained the snow-free summit. The altimeter measured 5440 m which was rather close to the quoted value.

Conditions were good, with impressive views in the direction of Aconcagua. Because of the two nights at 3000 m and two more at 4470 m, the altitude did not seem to have affected me much when going up. It only remained to make an easy descent and face an uphill gain of 200 m to reach the camp, nearly 11 hours after setting out. On the last day I could enjoy a refreshing swim in the lake before getting a lift to the big city and catch up on feeding my neglected body. It was quite pleasing to have soloed such a splendid mountain, sometimes visible from Santiago, and I had acquired a good foundation for the challenge ahead.

Following a rest day and recuperation, I was off to Mendoza by bus. Once past the border col, impressive buttresses could be seen but the mountain itself was only visible for 30 seconds. By the evening my Aconcagua team mate had joined me, fresh from the high ski slopes of Aspen where he had spent a costly period of acclimatization. Next day we presented my summit plan in Spanish together with doctors' letters and ECG graphs, whereupon permission to climb was obtained (no longer required). Already at lunch we were off to Puente del Inca on the international bus which did not stop for the expected permit check. Four hours later we got off at the trail head (2800 m) and started negotiating for mule carries with the redoubtable Señor Grajales. Because of rampant inflation, the charge for a mule or rider was now considerably reduced for us to $14 per day. The total weight of 130 lbs only needed one mule but with two riders for safety the total bill was $140, including our return trip. There was time to inspect the colourful natural bridge which gives the place its name and listen to a guiding talk by Grajales after a good dinner in the hosteria served by waiters in proper gear.

The trek began early next morning, 30 December, and after only three hours we reached Confluenza (3200 m) which was the usual target for the first day. However, we did not discuss this alternative and carried on up the valley. While we were inspecting the river for suitable crossing points our riders appeared and gave us a lift across on their horses. Further along there was a shallow river delta which did not pose any problems but from noon we faced a stiff breeze all the way. A bit below 4000 m I recognized the landscape from a small guidebook. The roof of the old Base Camp hut had blown off and the solid steel flagpole had been bent by the wind; a timely reminder of the dangers ahead. Soon we met our mule drivers coming down, carrying an expedition doctor who had caught the dreaded pulmonary at Base Camp. So in a nutshell here we encountered evidence of the two main dangers on a high mountain. We reached Plaza de Mulas (4200 m) just over ten hours after setting off, with an altitude gain of 1400 m and 23 km on the trail. A credible performance, but being in a hurry is invariably punished higher up. It was early in the season and with few climbers in camp, we moved into a hut which provided an easy introduction to our expedition.

We woke very late. Dave was keen to move camp and I had to restrain him. So we settled for a carry of heavy items to ABC (4720 m) in only 2 hours 10 minutes. Fortunately this camp had platforms and there was running water nearby. Down at BC I refreshed myself with an invigorating dip to see in the New Year. We managed to hold on to our luxury hotel as a soft option and enjoyed a small brandy in celebration.

The move to ABC was less arduous than feared and the tent was soon up. We were ahead of the crowds and could choose the best places. While resting in the tent, the temperature reached 89 F which made any action an effort. I was nursing a badly sunburnt neck after being careless on Plomo. My stove added to the problem by flaring dangerously. (After returning home it did a self-destruct so we were close to disaster.) The wind was also testing us but in the end we managed three warm courses.

The wind increased during the night, which made for poor sleep. This time everything had to be carried and it was a real test. My day sack was strapped to the large one and Dave had the rope and his small sack on top of a full 100 litre sack. It was an impressive sight but being a former US junior wrestling champion came in handy. Being a less muscular type, I struggled to get the load on my back. Within three hours we gained the col at 5200 m which opened up the view towards the South and North summits, including the dreaded Canaleta boulder field. During the lunch break we chatted with a climber who was coming down after turning back at 6700 m in strong winds; a foretaste of things to come. We continued up to the Antartida hut (5360 m) and found two Japanese had taken the best spot next to the hut wall. We cleared ice from a level space and waited for the sun to dry it out. At least the icy hut could be used for cooking which provided shelter for the troublesome stove. The bad news was that Dave had a headache with only aspirin for cure.

In the morning, we considered the game plan. As a compromise, we decided on moving up a short step. Our information (unofficial guidebook) wrongly quoted the col above to be at 5400 m and the start of the traverse to the Polish glacier route, our target. We agreed to go to 5700 m but at 5600 there was a Japanese tent and room for one more. After putting up the tent, Dave collapsed behind a shady rock nursing his headache. Carrying at altitude in the murderous sun was testing our limits. Although gloves were worn all the time, my wrists were burnt which added to the trials of cooking.

Dave's headaches called for a rest day. At noon we wondered up the path to check out the 5800 m col where we planned to begin the traverse. After only 100 m gain we could see a hut and realized it was the Berlin which is a key camp on the standard route. In the circumstances, we were relieved to change the plan. The idea of down-climbing from the summit to the upper glacier camp would avoid carrying big sacks over the top but also expose us to risk. One hut was vacant and in good repair so we moved camp but left behind the tent and extra climbing gear. The altitude was measured as 5950 m.  Among the names written on the inside ceiling I recognized that of Uemura, the intrepid Japanese who perished on McKinley after making the first solo winter ascent and was also the first to reach the North Pole alone.  Later we welcomed the first successful summit pair who joined our shelter. Cooking was done inside the second hut which was not habitable but at least we managed a full dinner menu.

Rather late on Day 7 with lighter packs we set out for Independencia, the world's highest hotel.  After two hours Dave's headache returned and we slowed down, making it in 3 hours 45 minutes. At an altitude of 6420 m this is a good place for the summit attempt, provided sleep and cooking is possible.  The shelter had a gap in the roof through which we entered while keeping the door closed. The expedition down jacket was worn for the first time. Melting snow for water was not much fun but had to be done. Hot bullion was prepared in a steel thermos to save cooking at breakfast. We were ready for the attempt but the conditions were in the lap of the gods.  Meanwhile we endured an uncomfortable night with the shelter rocking in gusts.

 Hard summit days require an early start.  After a rough night we got up at 5. It was still windy and we delayed departure until 7:30. A short distance from the shelter, Dave (who weighed 100 kg) was nearly blown over on the snow. The first bit was easy, followed by a gently sloping traverse. Dave's fingers were getting cold after an early toilet visit. We stopped at a tall rock I named `desolation tower' for consultation.  (Referred to as `El Dedo' or `the Finger' in a web report.) His bottles were also freezing due to lack of insulation. We decided to carry on in the bleak conditions. After an easy snow field we entered the dreaded Canaleta where many people have succumbed due to exposure or falls. On this traverse we were spared seeing the considerable exposure down the huge Gran Acarreo scree slope. Here the scree is replaced by a veritable boulder field of 300 vertical metres at an average slope of 33 degrees. It took over three hours to negotiate this tricky section and we were overtaken by two strong Japanese who gave Dave aspirin. The final part was more straightforward and we reached the summit about six hours after setting off.

 It was surprising to find the level summit plateau less windy than elsewhere. There was a stupendous view of the more difficult (but lower) South Peak but no time to look down the Polish glacier or South face.  Only half an hour was spent on top of the Western World because Dave called for return to relieve his headache.  His powerful muscles needed more oxygen and in any case my frugal acclimatization training had provided superior altitude adaptation. Descent of the Canaleta required careful concentration and I steadied Dave on this dangerous section. The wind still persisted but we pushed on, only stopping at Independencia for a rest and to pick up several items. It was a relief to reach the Berlin hut and find it empty. Later we were joined by a climber from the Polish glacier route who shared our home. We did not have much food left but raided an abandoned expedition sack; the summit party had to wait.

 In the morning, Dave showed me his blue thumb due to minor frostbite and I ordered a quick descent without any breakfast. On the way down, we picked up the extra gear. Some climbers gave us drinks at 5400 m and we reached Base Camp around 4. Dave was attended to by the same expedition doctor who had caught a lift on our mule and was given special tablets to increase blood circulation. This made him lethargic but we managed to organize dinner. No breakfast and lunch on two consecutive days had made me weak but I felt surprisingly fit.

 The last day, 8 January, was not without interest.  Dave needed a ride because his toes were damaged due to the pressure of descending with a heavy load.  A bit before he left, I set off partly jogging. At Confluenza there was still no sign of the horses so I could not get a ride across the river.  After searching I found a new place which allowed me to jump. The wind was now coming up the valley but six hours later I reached the roadside hosteria ahead of Dave.  I heard that he fell off the mule on the steep part and switched to a horse. The fee for the riding service was negotiated over a few beers, with a happy outcome. There was time for an immersion in the warm sulphuric water which brought back vivid memories of a similar experience six years earlier, except that this occasion felt like a pilgrimage and joyous celebration. All that remains to be said is that on reaching Mendoza by public bus next day, Dave jumped into a taxi for the airport and returned to the windy and cold city of Chicago while I enjoyed a week of summer in the wine capital of South America, replenishing some of the considerable weight lost on the arduous trip.
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Most aspiring mountaineers dream about climbing Everest. However, to get a chance to go one either needs to be a professional guide or very rich. The opportunity of getting to the Everest area with a commercial expedition at slightly smaller cost presented itself in 1984. In addition to the objective of Changtse (Everest North), the aim was to sample Tibetan culture. I had already been on an expedition organized by Mountain Travel (Nun 1981) and was familiar with their style. We arrived in Beijing 28 September and were first treated to a few days of the inevitable sightseeing. On 1 October we flew to Chengdu which enabled a visit to the zoo where pandas were the main attraction, both the lesser and greater species. The few Westerners were also looked upon as zoo animals by the locals. Because it was a public holiday, the streets were crowded and just walking about attracted attention.

After continuing to Tibet there was a long (four hours) bus ride to Lhasa. It was amazing to observe lots of women involved in road works. Some carried sand and stones in baskets while others used hand tools to produce smaller rocks. On seeing the foreigners they invariably waved and smiled. Individual tourist travellers had only been allowed entrance earlier that year. We were accommodated in a sports compound which had electricity but not running water. For first impressions I went to the free market where the locals offered jewellery for sale. Lots of Tibetans were in town for the holiday and one could see many strange dresses. The intense sun combined with altitude (3700 m) and bumpy bus ride brought on a rare headache.

Next day began with a trip to the Summer Palace (Norbulingka). Many people had queued all night inside square vertical tents. We saw several colourful pagodas and dancers were performing, recorded by TV cameras. Later we made an extensive exploration of the huge Drepung Monastery which once had 12,000 lamas, now reduced to 380. One lama took us inside a temple full of Dalai Lama statues and we were also allowed into two more temples. Most of the treasures were old but there were also replacements after the cultural revolution, 1966--76. There was a good view over the city from the rooftop where many golden spires were sticking up, displaying exquisite art work. The whole place was like a city, with side streets and courtyards. There was also an opportunity to visit the Jokhang Temple, near the free market, which is the most sacred in Tibet. Pilgrims had travelled from far away, quite a few making the entire journey by prostrating themselves on the road.

The highlight of Lhasa was our visit to the Potala Palace which looks very impressive from far away. It was built around 700 AD with 900 rooms and is 117 m tall. About 100 locals were queueing for entrance. The foreigners were served tea in a special room which had colourful rugs for sitting on. It was sad to see the locals being denied access to the tea room even if they might not be prepared to pay. Many old Dalai Lama and Buddha figures were on display. We were shown the bedroom of the 13th Dalai Lama and one of the tombs contained 3.7 tonnes of gold. It was moving to observe how the Tibetans worshipped. Rice was sprinkled or left in bowls burning with yak butter and heads were pressed against walls surrounding religious figures. Yak butter plays an important part of Tibetan culture as well as being used for lights and daily sustenance, such as the famous tea. It was therefore appropriate that some in liquid form was poured into the official lamps as offering. In the afternoon we went shopping for carpets at the factory. Prices were about $150 for size 6x3 feet and there was no bargaining. Later I saw a more interesting motif in the free market. After bargaining I acquired two rugs for $225 and was told independently that they had been woven locally.

On 5 October we started the first stage to the mountains. To begin with the road was not good and it never improved. At one place the accompanying lorry had slid off a primitive bridge but the empty bus made it across the river itself to great cheers. Along the way were big yak herds and many yurts (tents) to be seen. The local people responded to our hand waving. Around 5100 m the bus gave up and we made a picnic while repairs were carried out. It was interesting to check the altitude effect by taking a stroll uphill. The top of the very long pass was at 5300 m. By evening we came to a wide river with a long queue of lorries. However, Joseph, our Beijing Liaison Officer waved the bus to the front. When asked about this later he said something about giving the `long noses' priority. We finally reached the Shigatse guest house (3900 m) late that evening after more than 300 km on rough roads.

Next day was slightly easier, with about 230 km to go. A high pass of 5200 m was negotiated. Along the way we spotted a fox and probably a lammergeier pursuing another bird. It was harvest time for barley grown in many places. Threshing was done by animals going round in circles. A pair of yaks pulling a primitive plough enhanced the scenery. Going up another pass, the bus broke down several times and we walked a few sections. The former monastery of Shekar Zong (4280 m) provided a convenient staging post for an extra day. My Cambridge friend from the original Everest expedition in 1924, Noel Odell, had been fortunate to see it before destruction and the classic pictures (in colour) are beautiful. There was hot water and electric lights in the guest house, our last touch of civilization before starting the expedition itself. With three others I made a 250 m climb which gave fine views of Shekar and, amazingly, the giants of Makalu, Everest and Cho Oyo all in one picture. On the way down I finally got a time-less photograph of yaks ploughing. I also took pictures of people involved in threshing corn. The huge piles of this important nourishment were impressive. Next I went into the fields to get more ploughing shots. Some people waved to me so I joined them and was offered chang (rice wine). I showed several postcards waiting to be mailed. One old man said the word `Norbulingka' when seeing a card from the Summer Palace. They were very interested in cards from the Potala which I placed on top of their heads as a kind of blessing. I felt deeply moved to have touched the soul of real Tibetan people.

It was still dark when we set off for Base Camp. All the expedition gear and personal effects were on one lorry and a second carried the team and day packs. There was not much to see in the early stages when we followed the road to the border with Nepal. The police checkpoint was passed and the road became primitive after turning off. It was built for the large Chinese Everest expedition when their first ascent, mainly by Tibetans, was not believed. Surprisingly there was still some sign of habitation and the whole population turned out to see us pass. Later Rongbuk Monastery came into view. At about 5000 m, the setting in front of Everest is superb. Many parts are intact or have been repaired, including the photogenic stupa. The journey continued for a while until we arrived at the original Base Camp from the 1920s (5200 m). It was 8 October and our real adventure was about to begin. (As described in the next Chapter.)

On 30 October we were ready to start the return journey after the expedition. Of necessity most of the route would be retraced but nearly one month had passed. One lorry driver had stayed behind the whole time which was cheaper than going back to Shekar. Some food and money were given to two nuns at Rongbuk and three passengers got a lift. It took about seven hours to reach Shekar where there was hot water and everybody enjoyed a complete wash. The appetite was also good and all the food put on the table was consumed. Next morning, we transferred to two four-wheel drive vehicles which were more comfortable than the bus. At Shigatse we walked to the Tashilumpa Monastery (home of the Panchen Lama) but were denied inside without an official guide. The locals were friendly and offered jewellery and knives for sale. Amber stones at $10 were popular with the climbers.

An alternative road was taken from Shigatse. This brought us to Gyantse which has a beautiful temple. The round gompa was very striking and around the whole area there was a colourful wall on top of a natural amphitheatre. About 20 monks were chanting in the main building but we were allowed inside to watch. The darkened room with special textiles created a medieval atmosphere. Several lorries were bringing pilgrims wearing white scarves and dressed in warm but unusual clothes. It was a truly remarkable scene to behold. We stopped for lunch at a large lake (4900 m) almost without birds. At a later stage we joined the airport road which was very rough, driving on a stony surface with the final layer of asphalt missing. There were many detours and unfinished bridges before we got back to Lhasa.

We had one final day in Lhasa before flying out. Time was spent circulating and visiting the market where I bought a turquoise stone for $15. It was sad to see an affluent climber driving a hard bargain with a girl who had a child on her back. The turquoise necklace he bought for $40 was probably a family heirloom. In the evening there was a celebration dinner at the compound. Quite a few CMA representatives turned up. The Secretary General was one of nine who had reached the summit in 1975. A young woman present who went to 8600 m was given a big cheer. For presents we got a small badge inscribed with `Chomo Longma', `Tibet' and the symbol of a Himalayan eagle. Having seen one of these magnificent birds at the foot of the North Col, this seemed a fitting end to my Tibetan adventure.
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The Mountain Travel expedition to Changtse or Everest North set up Base Camp (BC) on October 8 after spending six days acclimatizing in Tibet. Its location was the same as used by the British in the 1920s and there was still no hotel. The team consisted of ten clients with two guides, Lanny and Rudi. Following a day of rest, we made a small carry to Camp 1 (5500 m) and put up two tents. After returning the expedition doctor was found to be missing. Roger had taken a wrong turn and headed up the main Rongbuk glacier rather than the famous Eastern branch. Meanwhile 12 yaks and quite a few herders arrived, adding colour (mostly black) to life in the camp. We moved to Camp 1 with larger loads next day, with Jan and me getting there first after three hours. In the morning Rudi and three others, including myself, would then go to Camp 2 and prepare for the yaks.

We passed the Changtse glacier and followed the classical route up the long East Rongbuk moraine. Although the Changtse ridge had been intended, the Chinese Mountaineering Association changed to the North Col side where the professional Rainier Guides expedition would have a camp to be shared. After an early stage in clouds it cleared up and in a short time Changtse and Everest unravelled dramatically. We now followed an alley of tall but very thin seracs that were moving imperceptibly (2 m per day) down the moraine, appearing as sails. Bob and Jan with heavier loads began to slow down and I shared the lead with Rudi until we got up after 7 1/2 hours and established Camp 2 (6000 m).

The four enjoyed a rest day, waiting for the others and the yaks to catch up. Around 5 Jan and I went across to the ridge, looking for our members. They were tired and I took over one pack for the last hour. That night I went to sleep with yak bells ringing. Next morning, a communal dining tent was erected, then I set off with Rudi to Camp 3. We were accompanied by three yaks and two herders. There was an easy scree highway and I kept up with the acclimatized yaks most of the way. Rudi arrived together with the yaks after 2 hours 30 minutes and I made it 15 minutes later. We were invited into the American expedition tent and met the famous pair of John Roskelly and Jim Wickwire. Their leader arrived directly from BC in 7 1/2 hours carrying mail. (He had spent many days higher up.) It was satisfying to have been in the vanguard establishing the two highest camps and the return was easy. The next two days were spent carrying to Camp 3 and my time was reduced to 2 hours 4 minutes.

We were now (17 October) ready for the move to Camp 3 (6500 m). In contrast to the other carries, I enjoyed wandering up leisurely. My luxurious dome tent was shared with Jim. We could see the North Col and the whole ridge leading to Changtse. Directly in front towered Everest summit and the Boardman--Tasker rock pinnacles were in view. (They disappeared on a new route near the summit in 1982.) On our rest day the two guides went on an exploration to the North Col which was reached in three hours without wind. They reported difficult soft snow conditions on the Changtse ridge while on the Everest side the snow was hard due to the angle of the sun. This was bad news but it was decided to continue with the plan. The minimum temperature during the night was 10 F. At 10:30 three guys left with a carry to the col. They were back only three hours later because it had been too hot. Three members of the American team had a rest day and were due to go for the summit, one making his third attempt without oxygen.

Next morning at 8, we set out for the North Col; four clients and two guides. The fixed ropes were reached in 40 minutes after which it became technically easier but hard work to advance using ascenders. Part of a steep section contained a ladder which was readily climbed. Following a more gentle gradient, the final bit was again steep and a crevasse had to be surmounted. I arrived at the North Col in style by front-pointing, about 4 1/2 hours from camp exclaiming "this is a great spot for a Cambridge man!" in reference to Mallory who was the first to gain this vantage point in 1922. At 7028 m it was also a new altitude record for me, albeit not a peak. It occurred to me later that I was probably the first Norwegian to reach this location because this route had only been open a few years in modern times. The ridge here was no more than one metre wide but the first pair had made a platform with room for four. After taking in the wonderful view of Pumori and Cho Oyo we traversed the ridge across to Camp 4 and deposited communal gear. A camera man was observing the final stages of the American summit bid, with one member 800 feet below the summit on the way up. Looking at the main Everest pyramid one would not say it is beautiful, just awesome. In the opposite direction the narrow Changtse ridge looked tricky, with sugary snow.

We descended by rappelling the ladder using a figure of eight (descent device) and on other steep parts, hand friction. The exposure overlooking the flatter glacier did not feel of much concern. We returned to camp just after 4 and were told that Phil Ershler (with one kidney) had gained the summit at 3:45. This was on the 72nd and last day of their second expedition. After this historical excursion four of us hiked to the Raphu La Col. It was a windy day and the spindrift was so bad we could not advance during the worst periods. Still we made the top of the glacier at the border with Nepal a few minutes before the agreed turn-round time. The view across to Makalu 2 was truly spectacular and the massif was prettier than Everest. On the return, a picture was taken of Jim with the summit man (who had guided him on McKinley). A very cold night ensued, with minimum temperature of -2 F.

It was now time to break camp but we had a few days in hand. The Americans were also moving to Camp 2, the only difference being they had 22 yaks. With so many herders scavenging it became a battle to keep our things protected. However, it was impossible to carry everything ourselves so various items had to be left behind. One problem was solved when I bargained two expedition mats for two turquoise semi-precious stones. Even so, my pack was too heavy to be lifted directly on to the back and the guides carried monster loads. As we departed, a Himalayan golden eagle and about 30 choughs (ravens) were attracted by the burning rubbish.

Four more days were spent in Camp 2, including a rest day. I joined four others going up the other side of Changtse. It was quite steep. We did not rope up but coming down safely was trickier and needed familiarity with ice axe arrest. Most of the ridge could be seen before avalanche danger made us turn back. Another excursion was made up a glacier where Rudi showed off his ice climbing skills. On the last day at Camp 2 (26 October) I again joined a group of four to the Raphu La. We took a long while to reach the col which is the second Tibetan shoulder of Mt Everest. The altimeter showed 6420 m, consistent with the true value of 6500 m. A large distant mountain was thought to be Kangchenjunga, the third highest. On the way back we met Lanny who had gone to the North Col to retrieve a rope but only got two-thirds of the way up because avalanches had buried the fixed rope.

The move to BC was not strenuous because the yaks carried everything heavy. After the easy moraine we took the wrong path and ended up sliding down a few metres on ice. Later we had to negotiate tricky boulder fields and thought it incredible that the yaks could manage, but it helps to have four legs. Arriving at BC six hours later meant a proper dinner which was much appreciated. Now followed three extra days without a programme. Finally I got a chance to treat my neglected old frostbitten fingers. I was determined to bargain with the yak herders to get a bell hanging from colourful textiles. However, my initial offer was declined and I had to part with my expensive sun glasses to secure a deal. I visited Professor Wang who was working with three German glaciologists. In exchange for two Cambridge postcards he gave me his splendid Everest map and informed me that our BC was at 5150 m. On the last day we hiked down to the old Rongbuk Monastery which was in a state of disrepair. In various places pilgrims had left many small Buddha clay figures and I picked one as a reminder of my own pilgrimage to Chomolongma.
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My first journey to Zambia in July 1985 provided some interesting experiences even before getting there. It started with a hop to Moscow with Aeroflot which offered the cheapest flight. Because we were in the thick of the Cold War, controls were also strict for transit passengers. First the passport officer did not believe it was me so I had to wait for the queue to clear. His superior was summoned and asked for more ID but had to let me through when I insisted the passport was enough. The next stop was Budapest, followed by an eight hour flight on the Ilushin 62 to Angola. There were many soldiers, including wounded ones, and the conflict with South Africa was in full swing. Finally we landed in Lusaka and I had to cope with life in a poverty-stricken country. A taxi driver offered me a free ride to town if I would change money with him. The sight of bread queues and long lines at petrol stations was a good indicator of the difficult economical situation.

I acquired a cheap room at the YWCA a distance from the centre where I shared the bathroom with a group of Japanese women. (There was no YMCA and I did not notice the difference.) Next day I visited a travel company to finalize arrangements. My bookings were with a government lodge as well as the Norman Carr bush camp. Lusaka was surprisingly small at that time, with two main streets running parallel and what appeared to be the only restaurant. I visited the market to get an impression of the local conditions and engaged in more private money transactions. Walking down the main street in broad daylight, I was suddenly attacked by a guy who grabbed my wallet from the shirt pocket. My reaction was swift; I performed a rugby tackle and retrieved it. At that moment my wallet only contained small money and I had put it in the front which seemed safer than the usual back pocket. One long bus queue seemed like a good photo opportunity. However, I was rudely challenged by a police woman who asked about my permission and said her male colleagues would have smashed the camera. It is not easy for an innocent tourist to appreciate tensions due to former conflicts still in fresh memory. Visiting a shop selling trophies provided some interesting prices, with a lion skin plus head quoted at $3500 and a full leopard skin $3000 by the official rate. However, hunting with licensed guides was still permitted outside the parks so I did not mention my connection with WWF as a fundraiser.

Next morning, I took a 90 minute propeller flight to the South Luangwa Park and came face to face with the touristic side of Africa. Crossing the Luangwa river, we encountered a variety of animals, such as giraffe, warthog, zebra and several types of antelope. However, we came down to earth learning that there was no electricity at the lodge. It was situated on the bank of an ox-bow lagoon occupied by four sacred ibis and a goliath heron which formed an exotic backdrop. The afternoon drive revealed several new animals but no predators. Still, a greater male kudu is impressive and not often seen. The bird life was also quite splendid and we soon learnt the names of the most common. A full Moon rose to the synchronized chorus of frogs. This beautiful setting inspired thoughts about the wonderful creatures inhabiting the park. To survive they have to be perfect, unlike the humans who are supported by various artificial resources. The night silence was interrupted frequently by snorting hippos as they dined off the succulent greens which were replenished by new growth every day.

The government-owned Mfue Lodge offered regular morning and afternoon game drives and sometimes also in the evening. The extra excitement of being seated in open vehicles gave the feeling of being closer to nature. On the first early morning drive we were lucky to encounter a pride of lions clearly in hunting mood. The driver anticipated their trail and positioned the jeep further ahead to await developments. The lions appeared on cue and the whole pride of 11 crossed the road only 30 m in front of us, showing complete disdain for the intruders. It was particularly revealing to see how well their sandy colour matched the grass. Next we were treated to the sight of a leopard, although a considerable distance away. It crouched down and moved towards a herd of puku antelopes which were aware of the danger and uttered their warning noise. This joint action seemed sufficient to deter an attack. Still, just seeing such splendid animals in their natural surroundings is rewarding.

In order to get a night drive we switched to a walking safari to save fuel. The guard carried a rifle which he had only used on two occasions, killing a buffalo and a lion ten years ago. Wounded old buffalos are much feared; they could be expelled from the herd after losing the fight for dominance. Being on foot it is much harder to get close to shy animals. Instead there were other things attracting attention. We saw the large nest of the hamerkop and tasted fruit of the tamarisk tree. Next to it stood a boabab tree which was clearly dying. Elephants are destructive and even a huge boabab can succumb after its bark is peeled off; entire areas become deserts if their numbers are not controlled. On the walk we were also introduced to the go-away bird whose unmistakable call is ubiquitous.

The night drive added a new dimension to the safari experience. Using a powerful light, the guide picked out animals by the reflection in their eyes; only baboons and humans are exceptions. Groups of animals stood quite still, trying to anticipate danger. The first nocturnal animal was a genet who is cat-like. Another vehicle located a lion kill and we watched as a mother with two big cubs gorged themselves on a puku antelope. This scene could be watched with binoculars from 15 m and provided a more dramatic atmosphere than seeing it on television. It was also humbling to observe how our presence was totally ignored by the lions. On the way back, the guide caught a pair of deep red leopard's eyes in the beam from a considerable distance. The animal allowed us to get within 40 m where we could observe it at leisure in full view. After this real-life TV show we returned to our slightly more civilized feast in the form of a barbecue. Three animals had to die for us; namely a pig, ox and chicken. I gorged myself on the delicacies and savoured the irony of the situation.

On the morning drive we approached the den of a hyena family. A total of six spotted hyenas could be seen, including two small cubs. Meeting a new predator was a good start to the day and it was instructive to observe the strong family bond which is so essential for successful evolution. We returned to a known leopard tree and caught sight of it as it climbed down and dashed across the plain. A nearly consumed kill from yesterday was left behind as money in the bank. Closer to home, we came within two metres of two lions resting by the roadside. They sat up and posed obligingly without displaying any sign of displeasure. So I had now seen three important phases in a lion's life.

The afternoon drive was also full of entertainment. In quick succession we encountered two hippos on land, an elephant near the road, giraffes and several crocodiles across the river as well as two more lions, quite close. Four cars now surrounded the lions but they only moved a short distance, whereupon the action was repeated until we lost interest. Then we came across a group of about 100 baboons and 30 elephants. The cunning elephants were preparing to cross the river for night grazing and would later return to the safety of the park. Additional sightings of greater kudu and waterbuck made it an enriching experience. As testimony, a guy who had lived on the Serengeti said he was impressed by the variety of animals as well as the beautiful landscape.  After another good morning drive we headed out for new adventures in the afternoon. We travelled to a place where a large lion had been seen earlier. Here we found a black maned male entertaining a female. He showed his anger at being disturbed by swivelling his tail. Another closed landrover confronted the pair and provoked the male into jumping on to the front bonnet. While we enjoyed this sight somebody spotted three more lions quite near on the opposite side, including another with black mane. This close encounter came as a shock to the passengers in the open vehicle. The lion hunt continued for a while, after which we faced a herd of about 200 buffalos. Against the rules, I walked closer and got a full frame picture to round off an exciting outing.

On the last day at Mfue I was woken early by hyena calls. It is one of the most evocative sounds of wild Africa and is perfect for setting the scene. However, the morning drive did not yield any extra sightings. Still it was very enjoyable to observe the local wildlife displaying their familiar activities, interspersed by piercing calls of the fish eagle as well as the go-away bird.

I was collected by the Norman Carr jeep and joined by just one family. The name of Norman Carr is legendary in Zambia; he was a renowned tracker with a life-time experience of the bush. (On a separate trip later I stayed in his lodge and was taken by him on a safari drive.) The English guide, Patrick, had spent eight years living in the bush camp during the dry season and seemed to have an extensive knowledge of all things wild, including most of the birds. He was also quite fearless and specialized in painting buffalos without protection. We already had the sighting of a tiny bushbuck on the transfer, as well as the usual selection of buffalo, elephant and zebra, not to mention colourful spurwing geese mirrored by a lake. The camp consisted of five or six small straw huts and a larger one for eating and viewing. It was a rare privilege to stay in such an unspoilt environment and be looked after by a superb guide.

As introduction we took a walking tour, guarded by two armed rangers. We saw a large clay ball, the size of an orange, made by the small dung beetle. Later Patrick, alerted by guinea fowl cries, pointed out a new animal. Although nocturnal, a civet was wandering about in full view which was a real bonus for a first sighting. It was comforting to fall asleep to the familiar sounds of hyena, with noisy lions not far away. Later I was woken by an elephant browsing gently a few metres from my hut, separated by a small fence. For added interest, a hyena had stolen something from the kitchen and traces of a cobra or python could be seen outside the dining area.

The morning drive started with the encounter of two buffalos, then two elephants at the roadside. The younger made a mock charge, followed by the larger but Patrick made it pull up just by clapping his hands rather than backing off. We traced tracks of giraffe and lion on the road which is also preferred by animals. On spotting two giraffes in the bush, Patrick said that the tracks were made by a larger animal. We picked up two buffalo skulls for mounting as camp trophies. New birds like a carmine bee-eater, bateleur eagle and snake eagle were also spotted and finally, a slender mongoose. About 20 hippos could be seen from camp which was fairly close to the river. They eat 200 kg each per day and there were clearly too many so culling would be needed to avoid over-grazing.

My first night drive with Patrick was quite rewarding. It started with a brief glimpse of another cat, a civet, followed by a genet which allowed a close-up view. We were looking for Suzy, the female lion also known to Patrick. Suzy was out hunting and was not difficult to find. The open jeep was driving alongside, only ten metres away, with the hand-held beam providing illumination. After an unsuccessful attempt the lioness headed towards some impalas and seized an animal. It was a quick and clean kill; this time by strangulation. Watching this age-old drama in real life is always emotional and we were reminded starkly that the laws of the jungle have no room for sentimentality. We headed off to look for leopards and first came across a porcupine, followed by a hyena. Suddenly a leopard could be seen, creeping forward in the grass. We approached to within ten metres; then waited a considerable time observing a solitary puku targeted by the leopard. Then it suddenly dashed forward; the puku was too slow to react and was seized by the leopard after a tumble. This scene was played out 30 m away and witnessing it through binoculars made it even more dramatic. The leopard needed time to recover, then dragged the dead puku about 80 m along and up into a tree to get away from hyenas. This effort also required several rests so we had plenty of time to observe this unique spectacle which had only been observed once before by Patrick.

On the second night drive we were treated to a repeat performance. First we witnessed an unsuccessful hunt by Suzy. So as not to disappoint the audience, the lioness then charged into a group of pukus and brought one down. The poor animal uttered a cry and tried to win its freedom. Watched by a solitary hyena, the cubs joined in the feast. Now we could see the victim was pregnant; perhaps that was the reason for the struggle. It was a desperately sad scene, especially watching the cubs devouring the unborn calf like a delicacy. Now for the leopard show which took a little time to get started. However, after identifying our quarry we had to avoid some bushes while the leopard went straight through so we missed the actual kill on the other side. As before, the unfortunate impala died of strangulation. In the absence of a suitable tree, the leopard dragged its prey into a scrub bush and started eating. This scene attracted hyenas in the form of other vehicles, but we had seen enough and headed for home.

Next day we tried something new. On the way to a possible rhino area we came across ten magnificent elands, one of the largest antelopes. We headed for a dried-up river bed with a few water pools. Patrick identified rhino spoor and claimed they were only half an hour old. However, it was as close as we got to this elusive animal which was then on the brink of being hunted down in the park by unscrupulous poachers. I declined to join the circus act of another night drive and made an exploratory walk instead.

On my last day at Kukuly (buffalo) Camp we were dropped off by car for a return walk, protected by two rangers. We watched an elephant crossing the river which was about five feet deep and presented no problem. A spotted eagle owl was flushed out of a tree. In another tree Patrick noticed the hand of a baboon; the rest had been consumed by the resident leopard. Close to camp we encountered a wounded hippo. Patrick had heard the warning noises of baboons and the guards alerted their rifles until the hippo went peacefully on its way.

The afternoon provided a last walking opportunity which seemed preferable to witnessing yet another lion kill. We got surprisingly close to a fish eagle sitting on its perch. The technique of taking pictures at diminishing distances was rewarded. A flock of Egyptian geese floating on a small lagoon presented another photographic opportunity as they took off in a long line. Approaching a dried-out mud pond, I spotted an elephant head sticking up. The elephant had been trapped during the wet season and must have perished naturally. Amazingly, two large tusks were still intact. The tusks were pulled out of the skull and brought back to camp in the vehicle which was sent for. The picture of this trophy against the setting sun made for a memorable ending to the safari which had so enriched my life. Needless to say, the ivory tusks would be handed in to the responsible authorities.

On returning to Lusaka I visited the YWCA hostel to collect several items left behind. I searched for my luggage in the store room and feared the worst. In the process I lifted up a rug which revealed two large elephant tusks. To a conservationist, this was a shocking discovery which had to be acted on. After retrieving my equipment from another room I set out for the police station to report the find. I ended up with two officers who agreed to come with me. In the absence of any police vehicles they flagged down a taxi which took us back to the hostel. Here I dug out the two tusks weighing 26 and 20 kg which were confiscated in spite of the matron producing papers claiming ownership by a stranger. After this interlude, I found a bus for Livingstone which was reached eight hours later. Because I had been delayed by my public-spirited action, the hotels were full. However, the manager allowed me to sleep on the floor. Later I came across a friendly customs officer who, on hearing my story, invited me to his home for sleeping on the carpet and even offered an excellent breakfast. 

The next few days provided an intermission before going on to Botswana. I tracked down the Sobek adventure company in order to make a reservation for rafting the Zambezi on my return. Their office was located in a straw hut, fully equipped with telex but, it being Sunday, I had to hang around another day. This gave me an opportunity to admire Victoria Falls from both sides. Hiking along the Zambezi, I arrived at a vantage point and experienced the thrill of the first view. It is only at close quarters one can appreciate the power of nature which places ones existence in the proper perspective. The many individual falls combined into a whole which constituted a magnificent tapestry enhanced by several rainbows created by rising foam. It was possible to go across the knife-edge bridge until the very end of the Zambian side. After this exhilarating introduction I crossed the freedom bridge to ascertain the passport formalities for entering Zimbabwe, whereupon I joined a sunset cruise on the Zambian side.

In the morning, I booked a rafting trip which, if the river allowed it, would be one of the first of the new season after the full flow had abated. I then crossed into Zimbabwe to get an alternative view of the Falls. Not having any local currency on a public holiday, I resorted to a luxurious hotel lunch paid for in US dollars to get some change. The Zimbabwe side of the river offered breathtaking views and it was impossible to catch the whole scene on a wide-angle lens. Two thin falls called the horseshoe are about 95 m high and make a vertical drop. The campsite was full so I ended up sleeping outside which was not a hardship but I was unfortunately relieved of my favourite shirt. The action for my second stage of the four week trip would mainly take place in Botswana so I set off on the road looking for new adventures.
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I arrived at the Botswana border in the cheapest possible way by catching a lift from Livingstone. Safely across the mighty Zambezi by ferry, it was only a short hop to the tourist centre of Kasane. My objective was Maun which is the gate-way to the exotic Okavango Delta and I wasted no time in taking up a suitable position for another lift. However, traffic was sparse and there were no takers so I ended up at the Chobe Safari Lodge which had a camping ground (but I did not have a tent). Not for the last time, I enjoyed a substantial dinner before sleeping rough which seemed preferable to the other way round. My exposed position was close to the river bank but the idyllic surroundings dispelled any thoughts of danger from crocodiles. (I repeated the experience in 2010 when passing through with friends.)

Attempts at getting a lift proved time-consuming but by late afternoon I was in a car bound for Nata which is at the crossroad for Maun and South Africa. It was a beautiful drive on perfect asphalt. Although outside the park, we enjoyed a number of notable sightings, including hornbill and ostrich as well as gemsbok and a diminutive steenbok. Arriving at Nata, I treated the driver and several of his friends to a good dinner. I heard how a hunter would charge $800 per day for looking after a client who might spend $30,000 on a three week trophy safari. Licensed hunting is controlled strictly and also benefits the local community and I was assured there is an incentive for conservation. We stopped on the roadside to sleep and continued in the morning. Again I was treated to game-viewing outside a park. We saw springbok, hartebeest, wildebeest, jackal, a tiny duiker and, to cap it, two lions sitting up about 80 m away. After five hours driving time from Nata on a rough road we crossed the small Okavango river which runs through Maun at certain times of the year as a cyclical event. Here were tour agents who could arrange trips into the Delta.

In a short time I booked the flight and reserved a makoro (dugout canoe) for four nights in the swamps. It was necessary to stock up on essential food in order to be self-sufficient. The short flight yielded a panoramic view of channels and islands from a few thousand feet. The Oddballs camp consisted of six or seven tents, including the inevitable bar.

My poler called Maheta arrived next morning and we set off gliding along the channels. Normally there is room for two passengers so my trip was in business class. The lack of lateral stability took some getting used to and the clearing was barely four inches. It really was a dugout canoe, made from a tree trunk. We headed first to Maheta's village where he picked up an axe, fishing net and a bit of rice; not much sustenance for four nights in the bush. During the next few hours we passed through shallow channels, avoiding deep water and possible hippo territory as much as possible. Gliding along the waterways was a wonderful introduction to the unique habitat which was particularly rich in water lilies (my favourite) and a variety of reeds. A simple campsite was established, consisting of a bit of firewood and branches for sitting on. There was no evidence of prior habitation but this suited me perfectly. After the net had been put out we went for a walk which provided an opportunity for seeing animals. The first sightings were rather modest but I wondered how Maheta's axe would save us from dangerous situations. After a meagre supper we retired to the tune of frogs, most of which were tiny. Hyenas could also be heard soon after, as well as in the morning when they were accompanied by roaring lions.

The first morning provided the sight of a hyena on the other side of the reeds, about 100 m away. The next walk was more rewarding. We came across a group of impalas, then a solitary warthog, followed by ten wildebeests. It is especially entertaining to see them running in a long line. Back in the makoro I observed jacanas walking on large lily leaves, like performing a delicate balancing act. One animal, possibly a sitatunga, caught by surprise started running in shallow water which made splashing sounds. These animals have hooves especially adapted to life in the swamps. We pulled in at another campsite which had been used before. It provided us with convenient seats from large fruits of the sausage tree. After a meal of tasteless fish stew I went off exploring. Five warthogs were spotted across one channel too deep for wading. So I stripped off and advanced slowly through the reeds, well camouflaged from view. I got close and managed a picture of a big male, then it noticed me and ran off. Other family members did not react and allowed me close observation for a long time. Even without an objective it was a pleasure to stay partly submerged in such tropical conditions and worth the risk which could not be evaluated.

Maheta also let me borrow the makoro for some exploration. The scenery looked the same in every direction so it was unwise for a stranger to venture far without guide. After landing on a small island this excursion brought me within camera range of a white stork. Later we got surprisingly close to a herd of wildebeests who obliged by an energetic gallop. The fishing net yielded two breams so it was another fish stew for supper. I had been assured by the agent that the local guides were familiar with grilling fish over the camp fire but alas Maheta was not one of those.

I woke early to lion roars and was entertained by hyena calls which were returned with my compliments. We paddled for an hour and started walking to look for buffalos. According to my observations, the lions should have had their breakfast by this time and be resting. Further along Maheta pointed out tracks and then droppings. He became quiet and only made hand gestures. Soon we heard grunts and Maheta whispered "be careful". However, our presence was sensed and the buffalos took off. The herd numbered about 100 and their running away created a considerable noise. This experience was repeated except this time they nearly came our way and there was no suitable tree for safety. Later we encountered the same herd again and a picture was achieved while hiding in thorny bushes that would not allow much protection should the buffalos turn nasty from being disturbed several times.

After spending over two hours in the bush without water it was high time to return for replenishment. It was too tempting to go for a swim in the one metre deep reed channel after Maheta reassured me with his brief "no crocs". On the afternoon hike I played a game trying to outwit a large saddle-bill stork. Although it was excruciating to walk in bare feet, getting the picture was enough reward. This was followed by sighting and a photo of four tsesseby antelopes, readily distinguished by their black colour. Maheta was not happy about the campsite, saying "only two people no good". Indeed, the buffalos had visited before but he was persuaded to stay. I had been advised by a white hunter to seek refuge in a tree if buffalos should enter camp; otherwise it would be safe to stay entirely inside my thin shell which served as sleeping bag.

A herd of buffalos did cross a nearby channel in the early hours but we were spared an invasion. The next outing provided a close approach to some red lechwe antelopes. I placed the tripod on the shallow river bed and secured a nice shot which felt like an achievement. Continuing on foot, we became aware of more buffalos without actually seeing them. However, they sensed us and took off to the tune of splashing water while three warthogs remained as spectators. Hippo tracks were identified and later also the place where it had rested. The trip ended trying to spot a flock of green pigeons which descended on a tree of the same colour. Even knowing they were there, this proved an impossible task. More successful was catching a heron picture by sneaking up behind an ant hill in the line of sight. A fish eagle came into view on returning to camp. It was situated perfectly on a perch as we were gliding along. To avoid vibrations I undressed and slipped into the water to mount the tripod. After the first picture it was possible to get even closer and another good shot was in the bag. We then left the fish eagle undisturbed and continued on our way. A late afternoon walk from camp brought us close to a herd of impalas, then some kudus and finally several tsesseby.

We heard a hyena during the night and tracks were seen two minutes from the camp on the previous day. Maheta slept with his head towards the fire, covered by a blanket while I was fully exposed but protected inside my cocoon. On the last day in the bush we walked more than three hours on Chief's Island. In searching for buffalos we first came across a dead giraffe, followed by two lion tracks. Although few trees would be suitable for rescue, I kept calm and trusted my guide. Later on, Maheta pointed to more lion tracks and muttered "big lion", after which we turned back. On the way we came across two male kudus who must have been asleep. It was impressive watching these big animals setting off in full flow. The best catch of the day happened near the end when suddenly a honey badger came into full view. It had a shiny black body with a white coat on top. This daytime sighting was undoubtedly one of the highlights of the Okavango trip and provided a fitting end to a truly magical experience. It was time to return to camp but I had the impression we were lost until Maheta picked up our earlier tracks.

Paddling back to Oddballs still provided some entertainment. We came close to vultures and baboons. Maheta spotted a few reedbucks and was able to approach by paddling sitting down. We never came that close before and I was rewarded with a last animal picture. The return flight yielded another magnificent view of the Delta, this time with greater appreciation due to first-hand experience of the wilderness. Dinner at the famous Riley's Hotel was duly enjoyed after the meagre rations in the bush. I then climbed a fence and found a piece of grass for another solitary night under the stars.

The next day was spent negotiating flights to Kasane which for various reasons turned out to be non-existent. However, it was worth waiting an extra day because eventually I was treated to a flight over Victoria Falls with a short stop before going on to Kasane. As luck would have it, a safari vehicle was passing the airport and I was offered a seat. We saw the wonderful sight of a string of elephants going to the river for their daily ritual. Then it was back to Chobe Safari Lodge for a five course dinner and camping in the usual place.

My attempt to join the early morning safari drive did not work out. However, as the next best thing, I got a lift to a game lodge where I rented a guided boat on the Chobe river. The rich harvest of sightings included fish eagles (8), kingfisher, vulture, cormorant, plover, sand martin, white ibis, bittern, stork, egret, as well as iguana, bushbuck, impala, elephant, puku, hippo and waterbuck. The Chobe park is particularly known for its large elephant herds (55,000) and observing them at play near water is entertaining. As a bonus, driving into the park we also saw a herd of the elegant sable antelope which was a first sighting for me. In conclusion, my month in Zambia and Botswana resulted in about 42 different mammal species being identified (counting frog, lizard and iguana).

The return trip to Zambia was again achieved by lifts and I ended up at an empty camping ground close to the Sobek office. This American company was a pioneer in the river rafting business and the guides were professionals. In the morning, I learnt that rafting had only started five days before so we were assured of an exciting ride. After the pep talk we walked down to the Boiling Pot where six large rafts were ready. Each raft had spaces for six clients, with an expert rower in charge. It was up to the leader to issue commands of when to paddle or reverse, as the situation required, so it was a team effort. From a total of ten rapids, one was too powerful and had to be by-passed by porting the raft. It was thrilling to get wet facing the highly turbulent waters and everybody in one raft were swept overboard to face the crocodiles which were said to be present in the calmer parts. For maximum enjoyment, the best position was occupying the front, facing into the oncoming waves and holes. So for a first introduction to white-water rafting, one could not do much better than this class 5 river. The late August flow rate was quoted as 18,000 ft 3/ sec compared to the maximum of 300,000 which explained the delay of the rafting season.

The final stage of my journey was by public bus to Lusaka where I found a cheap motel. At this stage I was literally down to my last kwacha (or $0.50) so the budget had been tight. (The availability of a credit card was exploited on a few occasions but this cannot be counted on for back-packers.) The need to change a final $10 led to a chance meeting with a mining engineer who owned a hill containing semi-precious stones and needed to import polishing equipment. As a result of further discussions, I left Zambia with a brand new business plan that would see me involved in another risky adventure.

Postscript. Zambia 1987

My chance meeting in Lusaka led on to an involvement with an uncertain outcome. Mr Banda was a mining engineer in need of tools for polishing semi-precious stones which were not available locally. He persuaded me to export the required equipment from the UK in return for a share in the business. September 1987 saw me back in Zambia with the purpose of inspecting the ongoing work and bring back samples of stones. This was also a good opportunity to revisit the wonderful Luangwa National Park from two years ago.

On arrival I was greeted by a welcoming committee and driven to the office of a religious boarding school. The Director was into buying and selling of stones as a side-line business. After many trivial errands over several days we set off on a wild goose chase. Meanwhile I had taken the opportunity of booking a stay at two wildlife lodges known to me. Late that night we reached a small place beyond the town of Lundazi near the border with Malawi. The only motel was closed so I was forced to use my sleeping bag and mat on the ground, with four others in the car. It was a Saturday night and the disco drums were sounding all night. We were on the move again early next morning. Nobody mentioned breakfast. Now we headed for the bush and after an hour we reached a remote village near the border with Mozambique. There were supposed to be good quality stones on the other side. I did not take part in any dealings and had no idea what was going on. When ready to leave, the car did not start because of battery problems. It was pushed to the next village where we spent most of the day waiting with no food on offer. Luckily I could survive on emergency rations. I had never seen such a poverty-stricken place and it must have been years since the last Westerner passed through. Finally a car came to the rescue at sunset as I was planning another night outside. We got to Lundazi after midnight and again the motel was closed. I started to arrange my bed for the night under a tree but was warned about snakes and invited to sleep in the lounge.

While waiting for my contact to arrive by bus, we drove around town without purpose. We were approached by sellers of stones but no deals took place. Instead I was picked up by the police for questioning at the station. First my documents were inspected. One officer was very interested in a piece of paper in my wallet which I was reluctant to produce. It contained details about buying stones and I had been told foreigners were not allowed in this area. While waiting to be interrogated I managed to put the incriminating piece of paper into my shoe, then a magnification glass and travellers cheques in the other shoe. All this was done while sitting inside the police station. The interview only lasted 15 minutes. My story was that I got a lift from Lusaka with a stranger and was going on to Luangwa National Park, as the booking said. Also that I was considering going to Malawi, 16 km away. This explanation seemed to be satisfactory and they let me go. Apparently the police had no powers to search me, unless picked up at a road check. Finally Mr Banda arrived after a bus journey of 48 hours.

Next day we were driven an hour into the bush to inspect the mining activities. Here I could see many people engaged in digging trenches with pick axes and shovels. After washing dirty clumps in the river, the most promising pieces were picked out. Digging had been going on for several months and the operation was due to be upgraded to the use of wire mesh and wheel barrows. The setup was quite primitive, with the workers paid entirely by selling any stones found to the owner. The stones were green aquamarine, less valuable than the blue variety but still commanding a price of $10 per gram locally for good quality. Some parts of a large hill contained mice which was said to be a good sign. I was told that half the hill belonged to me in return for the investment. However, the question of exporting from a developing country with currency restrictions would present considerable problems which were not resolved. (I never found out whether the expensive polishing machinery had been received.)

I left town early and was driven 178 km to Chipata which was still a good distance from the park. Soon a 120 km lift got me within walking distance of Mfue Airport where a pick-up had been arranged. However, nobody showed up and I caught another lift to Kapani Safari Camp which had replaced the exotic bush camp of 1985. It was quite upmarket, with a fridge containing beer and Coca Cola outside my door (at this time soft drinks were not available in Lusaka). Next day started with an early game drive which resulted in 15 different species as well as a large number of identified birds. A serious outbreak of anthrax poisoning was taking place and we faced the sad sight of a dead elephant (with tusks) on the roadside and also saw dead hippos. During the late afternoon drive we encountered two leopards but the second was too young to hunt. However, it put on a display by climbing higher up in a tree fully illuminated, then went back again to lie down. One of my favourites, a honey badger, was also spotted.

Two more early drives were taken alone with the legendary tracker, Norman Carr, at the wheel. It was a joy to hear the grand old man (about 80) explaining about the sex life of the sausage tree and learn from his vast experience. A spectacular sight was a large swarm of carmine bee-eaters emerging at the same time from their nests in a sand bank. We stopped to watch when hearing impala warning noises. The animals looked intently in one direction and uttered their warning cough. Right on cue, a leopard was seen running away. However, the highlight of my safari was the encounter with a large pack of wild dogs. It comprised five grown-ups and eight puppies. They had come to drink at a water channel and could be observed from 30 m for ten minutes. It was instructive to see how the large dogs showed concern for the smaller ones. I also recalled vivid memories of meeting a pack of the endangered dogs here two years ago.

My last drive with Norman Carr did not result in anything remarkable. The most memorable shot was of himself in characteristic pose looking through binoculars. Over breakfast he expressed doubts about rhinos surviving in the Park. Patrick, my guide from 1985, had not seen any in the last two years even doing long drives. Sadly it seemed the Save the Rhino trust was fighting a rearguard action which was doomed in Luangwa. A transfer to Mfue Lodge was made later. I joined a private safari car with air conditioning which kept the tsetse flies out. We soon came across the wild dogs again and had plenty of opportunity to take a closer look while they were resting near the car.

On the morning drive we passed a dying buffalo. It was tragic to see such a powerful animal succumbing to the disease. A happier excursion was made later to find giraffes. After photographing from inside the car I got out and walked closer. They tolerated me, then moved on while I followed on foot. There were a total of eight Thornycrofts, unique to Luangwa and it was a delight to be alone with them in nature. Another morning drive was made with Fred, who remembered me from the last time (and finally got my field guide). We had a good view of a honey badger, also a hyena sleeping in the open. The safari was brought to a happy conclusion and the memories would be added to my personal data bank of experiences. On the debit side, I came away with 100 g of green aquamarine stones which had cost me dearly.
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In December 1987 I was technically between contracts of employment and was looking for exciting travel projects in the Southern Hemisphere. I persuaded several colleagues to take a sabbatical period and join me. The final idea was to combine a visit to the remote Easter Island with a hiking trip in Chile and an extended stay in Antarctica. In fact, my initial thoughts had been to take up residence on an ice shelf in Antarctica and be picked up by the next cruise ship. For some reason, my colleagues did not encourage this and the above plan was conceived.

The first stage got underway when we met up in Santiago. As a jet-lagging exercise, three of us spent a night at the mountain refugio (2250 m) of my friend, Arturo. Next day we began a hike at 2750 m and the peak of Falso Parva (4037 m) was reached. While taking a rest here, a condor swooped within ten metres which was enough to cause a stir. After the fourth member had arrived we flew five hours in a Boeing to Easter Island on 13 December. On arrival we found Rosita who owned a pension and had received my letter. She placed a garland round our heads for welcome and probably to indicate we had a booking. The first impression of this far-away exotic place was favourable. Soon we encountered our first ahu (large carved figure). Unfortunately, it was facing downwards and broken in two pieces. The stone wall of the platform looked remarkably like an Inca construction, with the key stone fitting perfectly between larger ones.

We started our exploration by visiting the Orongo site which contains a large crater and lake for the water supply. Various buildings are located along one crater rim, including the house of the birdman. The first man who climbed down to the sea and collected an egg of the sooty tern from a tiny island became birdman of the year. (A BBC programme said it used to be the frigate bird until they stopped coming.) Later we walked through Hanga Roa (the centre) to two sites on the coast. One had four figures standing, heads facing inland as usual and the second, two large ones.

A visit to the beach seemed a good idea, especially when it contains ahus. This was located on the other side and required a vehicle which was rented from Rosita in return for her waving the room charge. There were good sea views with large breakers and quite a few platforms showing broken ahus. One was standing and the six metre visible size was too tempting for our rock climber. We stopped at Ranu Raraku, the quarry where the statues were cut out of solid rock. About a dozen were standing, partly submerged in the ground. The size of one head was big enough to accommodate all four having a picnic. We explored a crater which offered swimming after fighting with tall reeds. Also climbed was the Poike hill where the long-ears had their last stand along a trench.  Anakena Beach has a large palm grove and seven ahus on the same platform, of which four have red top hats. In addition there was a separate statue which had been raised by members of the Heyerdahl expedition. The setting for the perfectly curved sandy beach was spectacular and there was no crowd. The night was spent camping in a cave, close to the limit for the breakers. This was a suitable place for consuming two bottles of Mendoza wine for supper. Swimming was a challenge but the breakers were great fun. We also had a race along the beach. There were three entries: under 40, over 40 and females so each contestant was a winner (the fourth did not swim or even walk on the beach). We returned along the coast to look at two ahus. There I enjoyed a pool which was topped up by the largest waves. We admired a complete arch carved out of the lava rock and walked along one kilometre of wild coastal scenery with powerful breakers. The excursion was concluded by picnic lunch under palm trees. On the way back we visited the quarry where the red top hats had been carved out and also observed seven large ahus with top hats at another place.

In the evening I was shocked to discover that some of my money was missing. I had been in shorts all day and the wallet was locked in a pocket of the pack kept in the cab. Now all the Chilean pesos were gone and also over $400. I found it was possible to gain entry to the locked pocket by forcing two zips apart. Another member noticed a bag had been opened after the picnic was over but nothing was taken; hence the crime must have been committed while we were on the beach. The theft was reported at the police station where only Spanish was understood. In the morning, we checked with the police again. This time good English was spoken by a guy who was a travel agent in his second job. He immediately suspected a young boy of dubious reputation. Sitting in the office I noticed a statue with the scales of justice superimposed on the Pacific view and this iconic image gave me hope. Later two guys from the civil police (CID) brought good news. They had worked hard all day and had recovered the cash! The thief was a 13 year boy, the son of the Anakena Beach guardian. He claimed to have found the car door open and had hidden the money in a hole. The police did not say how they extricated the confession. I was greatly relieved and invited them out for drinks next evening.

One group member managed to get back to Santiago two days early. We had been on top of the return waiting list for five months but the concept did not seem to exist here. (When we eventually left as booked, another tourist was still stranded and needed confirmation in Santiago.) Consequently another guest house was found for the three of us. Later in the morning we appeared at the tribunal. My friends signed a testimony and I was handed all the cash. The boy was there with his mother for an appointment and his father would pay a fine for his son who was under age. We hiked along the coast, then ascended to the highest summit (506 m) in an hour. It was possible to see the ocean clearly all round the island and we confirmed there was no land in sight. A final visit was made to the seven dressed ahus followed by shopping for souvenirs.

After dinner I took the detectives out for drinks. We were driven in a police car to Hotel Hotu Matua which was stylish and totally deserted. A traditional pisco sour made for a good introduction. One detective spoke reasonable German and told us many interesting things about local life. There were five detectives and 13 police as well as ten marines. They said the French atomic tests had affected the fish. Already the children of mixed marriages were in the majority so it was inevitable that the indigenous population would be assimilated. In 1987 only 2200 people were living on the island with about 4000 tourists annually. (This was a stop-over for planes to Tahiti.) About 90 pupils attended high school in Santiago but only one had gone to university. As a token of my gratitude, I gave the detectives Cambridge University T-shirts. After my experience with General Pinochet's secret police it was good to leave this remote island on a happy note.
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On the return from Easter Island the gang headed for Punta Arenas, the world's most southerly city. With 12 sacks and bags, wearing hiking boots, we checked in on the red carpet. Several volcanos were seen before Puerto Montt, including the active Villarrica and later the perfectly symmetrical Osorno. The flight over the ice cap was spectacular as were the spires of Fitzroy, especially after two pisco sour drinks. Upon landing and getting some information there was time to take the bus to Puerto Natales for an overnight stay. Next day (21 December) we stocked up on food for about seven days but many goodies had also been brought along. The park entrance was reached at 9:30 p.m. and we started hiking at once. Soon the first guanacos and rhea birds were encountered and two hours later a campsite was found. Here we slept out in a meadow full of flowers.

The morning provided brilliant views of the famed towers, with saddled horses as foreground. The entire day turned out to be perfect. While lunching by a cool river I took the opportunity for a swim, then continued in the same style. It was a long day with the total hiking time of ten hours. The lunch stop was by Lake Dickson which faced a large glacier at the far side. Soon I moved ahead and planned to come back for an extra carry. However, on the return I missed the others who had left the trail to set up camp on an island in the river. They were located, just in time for dinner after which I went back to my pack for a bivouac. After getting up, I hiked down the trail 30 minutes for pancakes. The weather was a bit unpleasant so we made an early stop instead of going over the pass in bad conditions. After a bit of sleet and snow it cleared up and there was time for a walk on the glacier and to pick red berries for the Christmas cheese cake.

On Christmas Day the weather was better and the pass (1170 m from 600) did not present any problems. On the other side glacier Gray looked magnificent. We climbed a small hill, then the two other guys decided to try a summit. The way down was very steep and quite tricky but dense tree branches could be used for handrails. The others caught up near the bottom and told us of being mobbed at the summit (1800 m) by a huge condor which could be seen from a distance. After camping in a wood the trail allowed access to the glacier. We found several beautiful ice caves underneath and could admire icebergs and seracs close by. Later we passed a small green spot which was so idyllic that we returned to it for camping. On Day 6 it was one hour to the refugio by Lake Pehoe where there were some people. We continued another hour along the trail to the French Valley where the sacks were hidden near a likely campsite. A diversion was made by going up to the first glacier. Here we enjoyed lunch on top of large stones with fine views of the glacier coming down from Paine Grande (c. 2600 m). I explored along the river but had to give up crossing the snout without crampons. Backtracking, we established an exclusive campsite -- our last personally selected.

It was the start of another perfect day which would end dramatically. The circuit of the Torres del Paine trail was about to be completed. We arrived at a beautiful lake which, although cold, was inviting for a swim. A further three hours brought us to a raging river connecting two lakes. There were tourists on the other side which was accessed by road. The river was powerful and the bridge had been destroyed five years ago. A large iceberg had blocked Lago Dixon, which resulted in a massive tidal wave moving through several lakes. Returning would mean another eight hours extra hiking and we were rather worn out. The frustrating thing was that we could see a hostel at the end of Lago Pehoe but they were not aware we needed rescuing by boat. In fact, we had been dreaming of having lunch at the hotel. It looked like there was no alternative but to retreat.

During our more basic lunch I decided to try the crossing without my pack. One section of the bridge was submerged but it was possible to hold on to some railings while balancing on available support. Gradually I eased myself across and set off running, then got a lift to the hostel. I had calculated that if swept downstream I would end up on a small island in the middle. Three tough Israelis were watching with apprehension and, having seen my success, followed suit. At the hostel I negotiated for a boat in three languages, none of them English, and was eventually rowed across in 40 minutes, bringing the others back. So after all, we could enjoy dinner at the Hostelleria Pehoe. Reluctantly we made a two kilometre walk to the official camping ground -- our first.

Next day, 29 December, we left on a full bus to Punta Arenas. We had only met a handful of hikers during the seven days while today there is a quota for this beautiful trail. There was a strong wind on the lake which would not have made the rescue possible. On the way out we observed at least 100 guanacos up to the gate. Punta Arenas was reached by the evening and I spent the night sleeping on the floor of a tour guide of Norwegian extraction encountered along the way.

We continued by bus and arrived in Ushuaia, the most southerly town in the world, on 31 December after entering Argentina earlier. The next five days would continue with the same team and give opportunities for climbing. As luck would have it, all hotels were full because it was New Year's Eve. However, somebody had told us about rooms in private houses and we ended up with the required four beds. Dining was also problematic and at 10 we got the last table with only pizza for choice. In the morning, without a hangover, an energetic team member set out for the mountains while two others took a catamaran day trip going out the Beagle Channel. Seeing a sign for the National Park, I eventually got a lift sharing the back of a truck with a dog. In the park I was entertained by a wonderful collection of friendly birds who seemed to welcome tourists. I had part of the wood almost to myself while the car park was crowded. Eventually I reached some cascades with a two metre waterfall. Back in town I needed a good shower after two dusty rides but I had achieved my modest aim at no cost.

Mt Olivia (1360 m) presented a more serious objective. With a few provisions we took a taxi about 12 km and hid the packs before setting off. It was not easy to find a good starting point but we guessed right. First it was 400 m vertical in one hour, then we continued up a ridge in deteriorating conditions. The wind became extremely strong and it was almost impossible to stand up. Perseverance paid off and we reached the highest part where there was a bottle for names. The last ten metres was a steep and unsafe rocky outcrop. Nobody wanted to climb it so I volunteered, belayed by a clothes line. Half way up I could see a slightly higher tower further along so, given the exposure, we had to be content with the tourist peak. On the way down it was possible to do a bit of glissading. We managed to make a camp fire and I quite enjoyed another bivouac.

Next morning, one pair returned to town while the other two headed uphill again. For a while we used the same track and could see that Mt Olivia was covered in clouds. At one stage we took another direction and the visibility was sufficient to distinguish the route. By lunch time we had not even glimpsed the peaks of Cinco Hermanos (five brothers) but a quick parting of the clouds ensued. We decided to attempt two of the brothers and advanced up a long gully. A bit of snow and hail only spurred us on in poor visibility. My companion had a boot problem (no sole!) so I had the honour of summitting both peaks (1340 m) which involved scrambling. The way back was not without interest but Edgar displayed an amazing sense of direction in the mist. Instead of getting a lift back we preferred to stay close to nature. The overland adventure was coming to an end but now followed several days of waiting for something to happen. 
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The trip to Antarctica took a while to get going. I was still in a group of four, with one new member taking the place of another. We had already been in Ushuaia several days exploring the area. When turning up at the travel office 5 January I met Alexandro who said he would be our guide in Antarctica. We heard the ship was waiting for oil supplies which were delayed by bad weather. I had signed on for a cruise with a difference and had persuaded three others to form a group. The Argentinian supply ship did the trip every ten days but we would stop over and catch the next one. This extension would allow activities on land not available to regular tourists.

Transfer to the ship took place the following day. The cabin for four was surprisingly roomy but had no window. Unfortunately, the expected 4 p.m. departure did not take place. Instead we had a champagne reception. On getting up in the morning I commented "that was a quiet passage", referring to the dreaded Drake Passage. We were still stationary and did an excursion to the National Park. The highlight for me was getting close (2 m) to a common snipe. Next morning, we had a long trip by catamaran and saw interesting birds, like Magellanic and King cormorants. The long queues for petrol did not look promising but next morning the ship began cruising slowly in the Beagle Channel, waiting for the tanker which was overdue. A tanker arrived later and started pumping fuel. I spotted a new bird, the giant petrel. Early in the morning 10 January we actually left for the open seas. Many juvenile giant petrels accompanied the ship and in the distance, Manx shearwaters (a small storm petrel). Two kinds of albatross were also seen, the black-browed and the wandering. The latter were splendidly dressed in all white except for the wing tips. Some of these birds would follow us all the way and made a beautiful backdrop.

The Drake Passage provided new entertainment. From the bridge one could watch the birds gliding on the airwaves a few metres away. Their motion was pure poetry and never ceased to fascinate me. Among other birds confirmed were Cape pigeon and the small Wilson's storm petrel. The notorious crossing did not live up to its reputation but not all meals were taken. The first icebergs as well as whales were seen after passing the South Orkneys. On approaching Antarctica the sky turned blue and the sea was absolutely calm. Ice castles of huge size dotted Hope Bay. A storm had been raging while we were waiting to leave and now nature put on a show of pure magic. Swimming penguins looked like dolphins and others rested on icebergs. At one place a seal sleeping on a small iceberg had a rude awakening when it was broken up by the ship.

After transferring to our quarters I headed for the penguin colonies. A large snow field looked like a ski resort. The penguins clearly enjoyed sliding down on their stomach. Others would come marching along in a train, wagging from side to side and full of purpose. There was a crab-eating seal asleep on an ice flow. To get a better picture I threw pieces of ice to make it lift its head. Another flat ice floe contained about 100 penguins which made it look like an aircraft carrier. The gentoos were found at the outskirts of a huge Adélie colony of 200,000. There were only 48 and their chicks looked prettier so I got carried away taking pictures. Down at the quay to say goodbye I got a historical picture. Two female tour guides were posing at the old wintering hut (the first) whose members were picked up by Captain Larsen in 1902. One was a relative and the other the grand-daughter of Amundsen's brother. In the evening our ship glowed with a wonderful colour and the scene was magnificent.

Next day was also perfect and I hurried to climbed Mt Flora. The ridge was beautiful and I ascended at full speed in shirt sleeves measuring a pulse of 140. At 520 m it seemed further progress was not possible. There I made a sideways move and found a route which brought me on top (600 m) in 73 minutes. It was satisfying to have an Antarctic summit, albeit small but it was a solo. After lunch I guided the others to the gentoos where we came across one chinstrap penguin and also spotted a Weddel seal. A day of skiing followed. Up on the glacier we put on skis and moved to the foot of Mt Pyramide (600 m). It was tricky trying to avoid loose rocks but we all made it and there was an easier way down. After a glorious lunch four of us continued roped up until we reached a col with views over the Weddel Sea. Because of the heat, the glacier contained much surface water and at one place a veritable water avalanche was triggered.

The scheduled four day expedition was delayed because of poor weather. We watched a group of penguins marching past our accommodation. They paused for stragglers to catch up, then continued. At noon next day the weather was tolerable and we left in snow cats pulling loaded sledges. It was snowing all day and a small refugio was reached after two hours. Three pyramid tents of the Scott type were put up and secured by guy lines and putting snow on the skirts. Each tent was fully equipped with generous food boxes for breakfast/lunch and dinner. Some excursions were made next day, then in the evening we packed up and moved to the Independencia refugio which had bunk beds. Over the next two days there was an attempt by three to climb a steep ice ridge without crampons while others observed seals on the ice and absorbed the tranquillity. The totally silent scene was broken once by the glacier calving. A dog sledging team arrived and gave us a ride on the way home. The sky cleared magically and allowed classical pictures of the huskies, soon to be banned from Antarctica.

Back at Esperanza (Hope Bay) there was time for another small skiing expedition. The first stop on a beautiful day was Mt Pyramide, then we continued to the bottom of Passes Peak. Here I ran up the ridge in 20 minutes and obtained a stupendous view of Mt Taylor (950 m), the most impressive mountain in the area. We skied across to Mt Carrel (649 m) and climbed a steep snow and ice slope which required crampons. It was amazingly hot so we moved slowly but the summit ridge was easy. The last day was spent packing and saying good-bye to the penguins. I visited their swimming pool which was fed by clean water. Here the penguins enjoyed getting washed. In the gentoo colony I counted 40 chicks and saw aggressive birds trying to attack them. The final action was to attend a wedding as special guests. It was part of the political process of claiming this triply contested part of Antarctica.

We left in the evening to continue the cruise (21 January). The first part contained many beautiful icebergs and up to 20 seals could be seen on the ice. We stopped at the Polish Arctowski Base on King George Island next morning. This was a very tidy place with no rubbish dumps to be seen, unlike at Hope Bay. Here we confronted about 20 huge elephant seals although they were probably young males. They were very fat and seemed to enjoy a lazy existence. We moved on to the nearby Jubany Base with even more elephant seals but still no large male. They challenged each other in mock fights but soon tired. I was told about giant petrels nesting a short distance away. It was a wonderful sight with 12 birds together, perhaps hiding chicks. During the evening we celebrated 90 years to the day since the Belgica expedition sailed into the Gerlache Straits with Amundsen and Arctowski also on board. There was a film show by the grandson of Gerlache and naturally this event called for a party.

The next stop was at the small US Palmer Station. We visited an aquarium which contained many sea creatures including krill, star fish and sea cucumber. For the season, 18 tour ships (some large) would visit, putting a strain on activities. The last significant visit was to the Admiral Brown Station which marked our southernmost point at latitude nearly 65 degrees. This was reached in about two hours. Several lucky scientists were spending six weeks here on a project. Paradise Bay has a setting true to its name. The fiord narrowed here, with fine mountains rising from the sea on either side. In the calm conditions it really looked a perfect picture. We disembarked and climbed up the back side of a rock tower which offered wonderful views, including the nesting area of blue-eyed cormorants. We enjoyed an obligatory picnic at this picturesque spot and still made it back for lunch. As if following the transcript, a minke whale put on a dramatic show of good-bye in full view. The ship now turned north and headed for home but having been to Paradise, nothing more could equal the experience.
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The Indian subcontinent contains sufficient temples to last a life-time. In addition, the large number of national parks hold a rich variety of wildlife. The possibility of sampling both presented itself when I was invited to attend a winter school at Hyderabad in 1990. The obligatory visit to Agra and see the Taj Mahal at sunrise was first on the menu. On Christmas Eve we reached the famed Bharatpur Bird Reserve via the mosque of Fathepur Sikri and was accommodated in the Forest Lodge. Many interesting birds could be seen by walking along the water ways. A marsh harrier was out hunting and scattered a flock of birds and three spotted owls were sitting on the same branch presenting a cute image. However, to benefit from the many different kinds it was essential to enlist a local guide.

Next day, Gordhan Singh presented himself as our guide and took us on a boat trip which was a luxurious introduction. We had good views of herons, both the purple and pond variety. Back on foot, two Siberian cranes were observed clearly through binoculars; their numbers had been much reduced with only ten visiting. On the other hand, there were many thousand pintail and greylag geese, lots of shoveller ducks as well as 3000 painted storks. The afternoon was not without interest. The guide spotted some well hidden birds; one was a nightjar asleep. Also seen was a jackal, wild boar and mongoose of green colour. Seeing a python was the highlight and several more occupied a nearby hole. One came out after being provoked by a stick, then moved to a larger hole. The head seemed small compared to the body thickness but, given time, they can swallow quite large animals whole. We heard the dusky-horned owl and two rare scops owls were also seen.

It so happens that Ranthambore Tiger Reserve is a short train ride from Bharatpur. In order to make the most of my visit there later, I decided to hire Gordhan who proved to be an excellent guide, and not just for birds. After several years of raising money for WWF, I was very keen to make the tiger spotting project a success. In addition, he would assist in smoothing out any local problems in a new environment. Hence we made an agreement to meet up again on the due date. In the meantime we set off for an extensive sightseeing tour of Rajasthan, via Jaipur, Jodhpur, the holy lake of Pushkar, Udaipur and the magnificent fort of Jaisalmar, which also included a short camel excursion with overnight stay in the desert.

Finally on 7 January I met up again with Gordhan at the local railway station of Sawai Madhpur. The hotel was empty because the Iraq crisis was looming. There was a morning and afternoon quota of 16 jeeps but in India anything is possible and we got permission for our first drive without queueing. Driving up a gorge we soon saw tiger tracks on the sandy road. Spotted deer, langur monkeys and sambar deer were observed. Nearly back at the junction, we saw our first tiger! It was a large male rolling in the grass about 60 m away. He stood up and turned in all directions, then wondered off slowly to lie down again. Unfortunately, the light was bad and some branches were in the way, but the scene of my first wild tiger encounter has stayed with me.

For the morning drive we got a good route by lottery. We arrived at a beautiful lake frequented by birds and plenty of tiger tracks were visible. Among the animals seen were hare, blue-bull antelope, crocodile, wild boar and spotted deer. Several more lakes and small pools contained lots of birds and the morning's list amounted to 36. Going higher up offered good views of the old fort. During the afternoon session we spent much time driving around. The only noteworthy sighting was two gazelles who were new to me. In the evening the guy responsible for the daily jeep admission joined us for dinner and discussions over drinks. His life was a hard one, working seven days a week without holidays and only seeing his family a few hours every 14 days. He claimed to be totally honest but there were many possibilities of earning extra money by arranging favourable routes for the jeeps. (Four routes were selected by lottery.)  As promised by the forester, we got route number 2 again. At 7 we drove through the inner gate and immediately sighted a green and yellow jungle cat which allowed a good view. We waited at a lake, looking at birds and listening. A loud call was heard and we raced up to some small lakes together with several other jeeps. The tigress emerged and crossed the road right in front of the first vehicle. We tracked her for a while, then she entered the grass and was out of view. An American joined us for the afternoon. He had not seen any tigers on three or four drives and had also spent time at Corbett National Park without luck. We left him at the inner gate where there was a basic hotel, then waited near the main gate. Suddenly a tigress was spotted close to the road and four or five jeeps were vying for good views. The tigress rolled on the grass, barely 50 m away and went into some bushes. We gained another vantage point and waited. The tigress reappeared and came slowly down a ramp about 40 m from the jeep. Although it was dusk with no photo opportunity, the sighting had been perfect.

My last day (10 January) at Ranthambore was a good one. We were back in the jeep queue for 6:30 with the American on board. There were several warning calls but nothing definite. Around 9 we took the road to route 3. Here we heard a monkey's repeated warning calls and met a jeep whose driver reported seeing a tiger. We raced along and found three jeeps in position. Soon the tigress appeared and we were told she had two cubs of four or five months nearby. The cubs emerged and walked alone. Then the tigress came towards the road but started to walk away from us. We followed by reversing. The tigress moved into the undergrowth and soon the cubs came to drink milk. One jeep carrying a senior Bharatpur guide and a ranger was in a commanding location and we were anxious to get a better spot. We reversed back to the road and found another place where a Japanese (friend of the Director) had taken up an illegal position. Our driver risked incurring displeasure and drove right in. Now we had a lovely view although the tigress was not completely exposed. The cubs were cute, wandering about playing with branches. We spent nearly half an hour watching this charming scene until the time limit was up. It was a wonderful experience being so close to the family, with just three jeeps and nobody chasing about.

After lunch we returned to the inner gate but without going further. We walked up the steps leading to the fort and ended up in a temple where a holy man was living. He allowed a photo to be taken but was modern enough to demand a donation. However, I would have preferred to visit the holy man who lives inside the Park. Without realizing it, we had passed his temple on route 3. As described in a National Geographic article, he lived freely among the tigers.

After settling my indebtedness to Gordhan, I was left with a rather small amount of rupees and there was still transport and an overnight stay to face. This had to suffice until I reached the university guest house in Delhi. However, there was still one more possibility of seeing tigers. By train and bus I reached the Sariska Tiger Reserve not far from Delhi. Here I checked into the Sariska Palace Hotel, the former hunting lodge of a Maharajah which now, in reduced splendour but with a wonderful rose garden, served as hotel. With so little local currency, I needed to find a place honouring my credit card and I was in luck. Unfortunately, jeep drives also required a cash payment at the gate but an obliging receptionist let me have an advance of rupees against a phoney bill.

Next day I was the only guest taking the drive. Contrary to my expectation, we saw tiger tracks on the road. (The last tiger has now sadly departed.) We gave a lift to an M.Sc. student who was researching a project on wild boars and his Delhi professor. The student would patrol four paths by bike or on foot for a long period while his adviser was only visiting for the day. His risk was therefore appropriately less, reflecting his higher status. On the drive itself we saw nilgai (blue-bull), chitral (spotted deer), sambar, wild boar, langur and two jackals quite close. I was transferred to the annex which had another huge room rising 20 feet up to the ceiling. After completing two large meat dishes for lunch, the waiter asked if I wanted any more. I had the jeep to myself again for the three hour safari. The driver spotted a jackal just inside. We took a scenic route and found similar animals as in the morning. At the monkey temple the langurs were being fed and I could approach them closely. We came upon bird experts watching a spectacular woodpecker. It was the gold-backed woodpecker and well worth the visit. After so many occasions of seeing wildlife performing for me, the time had come to face reality and execute my own performance.
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The Southern Hemisphere is tempting us Northerners when dreaming about sunny outdoor activities in the winter. With several contacts located in New Zealand it was not difficult to make a skeleton plan. However, with over one month available it seemed worthwhile to touch down on Australia at the same time. Given my two main objectives of Christchurch and Darwin, the ticket actually ended up costing more than going round the world. On 19 February I landed in Christchurch and was met by a friend. After two days rest I headed for Mt Cook with the idea of arranging an ascent. Further along the way we got clear views of the peak. I checked in at the Unwin hut which offered discount for members of the Alpine Club. Next day I hiked the Hooker Valley trail and eventually reached an emergency shelter near the Copeland Pass. There were stunning views from 2000 m across to Mt Cook. One stream had increased considerably since the morning and required wading on the return.

I left a food and equipment depot behind and headed for Dunedin (of Scottish ancestry) to visit a colleague. At one stop, I was amused to see a notice about social activities for Senior Citizens over 55 which was my own age. On the Sunday morning bagpipes sounded from a nearby school. For a hike, it was interesting to have done the steepest street in the world with a gradient of 1:2.7 over 100 m. It was also most fitting to see a statue of Robert Burns (the famous Scottish poet). I went on the Twilight Tour to see albatross and penguins. First we visited the seals where I got within three metres. One albatross of at least 60 years was thought to be the oldest sea bird in the world. The site was on the mainland but it was a peninsula that looked like an island from the sea. A visit to the penguin beach proved entertaining. Around 7 in the evening they came ashore and made their way to the nests. Unlike in Antarctica, the yellow-eye penguins do not breed if seen by another so they nest in bushes.

In the morning of 26 January after heavy rain, I set off to Te Anau which is the starting point for two famous treks (or tramps). Along the way I counted 14 harriers. In Te Anau I visited a Wildlife Centre where there was a Takahe; in fact two parents and a chick were seen. This flight-less bird was thought extinct until rediscovered in the 1960s. My hike began early next morning. The tent was left behind because it was not easy to find suitable sites. I kept a fairly brisk pace, well ahead of the published times. Mt Luxmore (1472 m) was a leisurely climb and offered fine views. Walking along an easy ridge, I was attacked by keas (green parrots). They have extremely strong beaks and tried to bite my rucksack. With my pace, only one night's stay-over was needed. There was a waterfall 20 minutes away where I enjoyed a refreshing dip in the large pool, then a few others joined in. Next morning, I left first and did not see another person until the end. Most of the trail went through a rain forest which looked very healthy. A sign was displayed saying it had rained 23 inches here in 24 hours. The whole circuit, starting from the Motor Park, was concluded in a walking time of 17 hours.

I then joined the crowds on the obligatory trip to Milford Sound. On the way out we were accompanied by dolphins swimming effortlessly in front. The ship approached Stirling Falls, of some 500 feet vertical height and we spotted a few fur seals on rocks. The effects of heavy rainfall was revealed by tree avalanches due to shallow roots on steep inclines. After this excursion I started my trek at the Divide and headed for the Lake Howden hut (750 m) where my pack was deposited. While exploring the area to get better views I saw a helicopter buzzing overhead. I was told a 64 year old man on a guided tour had died of heart attack. From here it took four hours to reach the Caples hut, with nobody in residence yet. In order to stretch my legs, I continued without pack to the next hut in half the quoted time and returned to find a small crowd. Along the way I encountered Paradise ducks which are almost black. It was still warm so I opted for a cool dip in the river. However, the sandflies were particularly persistent while drying out. The lesson learnt was that one had to be in motion or in the river to avoid them.

During a relaxing walk, I had a second encounter with a curious robin-like bird. In the end it came within one metre and I experienced the magic of its innocence. After McKellar's Saddle next day there was a steep trail down the other side. At some stage I took a shortcut, then lost the trail. However, with the lake in view, it was soon rediscovered. On the way to the Howden hut I encountered a woman who was clearly lost so I had to slow down and offer assistance. The McKenzie hut (1036 m) was reached in six hours combined hiking time. It was hard to break the habit of walking fast, even uphill. Again it was refreshing to take a swim in the lake.

My last day on the Routeburn trail involved a bit of scrambling. The Harris Saddle (1277 m) was gained at a good pace, nearly halving the official time. A meal stop and pack deposit was made at the Routeburn hut, then there was time for a little exploration. It was good to face a real challenge which ended in reaching a subsidiary peak (c. 1800 m) of Mt Xenicus. A way to the highest point could be seen but without water on a blue-sky day, continuation had to be abandoned. On 5 March a short hike was needed to catch the bus for Queenstown, the tourist centre of Fiordland. I confirmed a climbing guide for Mt Cook but skipped signing on for bungie-jumping which was invented here, on the grounds that it is not in the spirit of mountaineering to jump off high places. The original plan had been to try white-water rafting on the Shotover but in view of the low water level I switched to booking a jet boat trip on the Dart river and got the last ticket. The ride was quite spectacular with speeds up to 50 mph down river. The power of the boat was demonstrated by turning full circle at speed and it could fly over small sand banks. There had been several days of blue skies but now the weather started to change.

Following a day checking out an inflamed tendon, I spent two nights staying near Lake Tekapo with the parents of my guide. Gottlieb had picked up my gear when returning from a successful climb. He gave a slide show of his 1989 winter ascent of all the 29 summits over 3000 m (a first) with his female climbing partner. The situation looked a bit more hopeful on Day 2 but as we prepared to start next morning there was more bad news, with heavy clouds in the mountains and a lenticular over Mt Cook. There was nothing to do but call it off; flying up to the plateau hut might make me liable for the full cost. (In the event I paid four days at nearly half the fee.) Back in Christchurch (10 March) I enquired about white-water rafting but was told the water level was now too high in two rivers. The newspaper reported on two men drowning while crossing a river with linked hands. Finally, my bus trip to Kaikura ended in the whale watching being cancelled due to rain and I had to be content with seeing the video. Still, I had experienced many beautiful days on the trail and had sampled the wonderful New Zealand scenery.

My transfer flight to Darwin took place on 14 March. Before arriving I had only booked one excursion which was to the Kakadu. Next morning on the mini-bus, our guide gave us an introduction to this fascinating area. The huge Kakadu World Heritage Site satisfies all three criteria -- fauna, flora and culture, with aboriginal bones dating back over 50,000 years. All 17 poisonous snakes in Australia are found here. After putting up tents under a large tarpaulin we hiked to the Namalangie rocks to see aboriginal paintings showing life-size baramundi fish. The paintings were protected from the elements by a large overhanging rock. A 45 minutes walk in hot conditions brought us to several lovely swimming pools. In the evening we experienced impressive thunder and lightning but were dry under cover.

The second day started with a visit to Nourlangie Rock. The guide introduced us to different trees and their many uses. Again the paintings were protected by rock overhangs and the oldest (20,000 years) had been submerged under the sea twice. Some paintings showed extinct animals like the plains kangaroo and Tasman tiger. At Yellow Waters we boarded a flat boat for cruising. The shallow channels presented a verdant paradise with plenty of water lilies, lotus flowers and pandanus palms, not to mention the variety of trees. It was like gliding through the garden of Eden. The jacana, familiar from Okavango, was darting about on the leaves. The female has four males but does not stay to incubate the eggs nor assists with the upbringing. Many other birds could be seen, including pygmy geese, egrets and white-bellied eagles. Because crocodiles were present, even I was not tempted by a swim.

At the beach next day I was also faced by a swimming threat, namely the deadly box jellyfish. I booked the last seat on a day trip to Lichfield Park and also a bus ticket to Katherine. It was fascinating to see an aboriginal woman keying the information into a computer; an image of culture spanning all human time. On the excursion we first stopped at Lake Bennet for canoe paddling among water lilies. Afterwards we turned into a swimming expedition and first visited Florence Falls where there was a nice pool between two waterfalls. Tolmer Falls were next, about 200 feet tall and had a larger pool. It was possible to sit almost dry behind the thundering cascade. Several charming pools were also enjoyed before we moved on to yet another stream which revealed a deep pool. Exploring upstream I found six more pools of good size and a few smaller ones which were all sampled.

On 19 March I took the bus to Katherine and stocked up on basic food to last four days. With rapidly diminishing funds, I booked my last accommodation in Australia for the early return 23rd. Luckily there was a shuttle bus for the 29 km to the Gorge. After putting up the tent I went on a two hour boat trip along the picturesque gorge. We transferred to a second boat above some small rapids. Now we were in an impressive canyon with up to 200 foot vertical walls. Here we spotted a turtle and a small (freshwater) crocodile as well as a kangaroo rock painting. On returning to my tent I was greeted by a wallaby. Half of next day was devoted to a hike to Lily Pond Gorge. After the first kilometre I saw lilies and soon the small gorge began to look like a miniature of the big one. There were several choices for having a dip and one pool was just large enough for swimming. The enjoyment of this experience was such that even eating a sandwich was done while in water. It was truly wonderful to relax in this exotic environment but at noon I had to return for my next appointment.

After packing up, the ranger took me across the river and I entered the Katherine Gorge National Park. His only instruction was to follow orange markers to the Rock Hole and then white ones. He also said that single people were not normally permitted to go far. Finally I was on my own for three days. The path had not been used much so progress was slow. In one hour I reached the Rock Hole which hosted an impressive pool. There was a waterfall of about 150 feet which emerged from a large spout. The pool itself was at least 250 feet across and circular with two clusters of pandanus palms growing in the water. I wasted no time in getting into the pool after battling through the spear grass and suffering 35 C with 85% humidity. By 6 a nice campsite was found which also permitted swimming.

An early start was made in the morning with the aim of reaching Crystal Falls. It was about 1 1/2 hours to Gammon Hole where there was a pool about 50 feet across containing water lilies. As I lay there relaxing I became aware of a creature in the water. At first it looked like a snake because only the head could be seen. However, after getting out quickly I saw a lizard going in and was able to photograph it suspended in the water. Another hour brought me to Crystal Falls. It only held a small pool but further exploration revealed a high waterfall ending in a large pool which was unfortunately out of reach due to an escarpment. Back in camp I enjoyed my favourite pool with no waterfall to disturb the peace. After a simple supper I lay on a flat rock drinking tea and gazed at the superb sky, pondering the mysteries of the Universe and the paradox of my insignificant size in the immense wilderness. During my walks I got close to sleeping kangaroos twice and had been warned about buffalos and wild pigs. The day had turned into another swimming expedition, counting eight submersions.

My last day in the wilderness had arrived (22 March). I got up early and started to say goodbye to my pools. Almost an hour was spent at the favourite one in the company of a small bird which seemed to value my presence. I was supposed to be the only person in the entire park (which had two entrances), the main reason being the rainy season. Yet, not a drop of rain had fallen on my head. The wicked time soon came around for saying good-bye but I had set aside one hour for swimming at the Rock Hole. With a small margin for errors I reached the trail end with 15 minutes in hand for the ranger rendezvous. The opportunity for a swim in the Katherine river was a bonus. As I sat comfortably on a submerged tree in my usual state of undress, I observed something moving towards me. First a head was visible, then the whole body came into view. Measuring about eight feet, there was no doubt about its identity. I watched for a bit but when it submerged, like a submarine before an attack, I decided not to test the hypothesis that Johnson's crocodiles don't eat tourists (later found to be untrue according to an aboriginal and in any case `salties' can wander inland). Although the meeting time was entered into the ranger's book, he had forgotten about me until hearing shouts. In the event I got an extra swim and a true story to make an appropriate ending of an amazing trip.
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I arrived in Santiago early on 12 December and booked into my old hotel which unfortunately had been upgraded to four-star. My friend Arturo was away on holiday but a chance remark by his son put me in touch with Hugo who was a professional guide (we met in 1987 when he drove us up to Arturo's mountain refugio). This turn of events proved decisive.  I gave up the offer of a free stay at Arturo's refugio (2300 m) for acclimatization climbs in an area I had already visited twice and decided to head north at once. Hugo suggested going to San Pedro de Atacama rather than the astronomical location of La Serena which might be more problematical for getting to a suitable mountain. He also called his friend in Copiapó and booked a four-wheel drive to the base camp of Ojos del Salado, my main objective.  Having resolved the major uncertainty by this lucky encounter, I flew to Antofagasta next morning. Eventually a bus took me to Calama (2300 m) by a three hour drive through the most desolate landscape. It took another two hours to reach San Pedro de Atacama (2450 m) the next morning.  The journey gave me the feeling of being on the lunar surface, but at a considerable saving in cost.

San Pedro was a delightful place; only about 2000 people lived in this oasis but it has since expanded considerably due to its many attractions.  A small number of tour agencies offered a variety of excursions at reasonable prices, not to mention comfortable hotels at $4 a night. The same afternoon I took the obligatory sunset trip to the Valley of the Moon. Next day provided real excitement when we visited the El Tatio geysers (4300 m) which put on an impressive show. On the return, we stopped at a thermal spring for an enjoyable hour at more comfortable temperatures. While I was getting dressed, a condor arrived and circled overhead before coming to rest on a high cliff. This presented an irresistible mountaineering challenge which was duly rewarded by an approach to within ten metres, allowing me a good picture as it took off again.

By Day 3 I was ready for higher altitudes. A fossil hunter persuaded me to visit a sulphur mine. After assistance from a powerful truck the jeep reached the mine at 5200 m and I was able to scramble up two neighbouring peaks of 5475 m while the others did one. We retrieved beautiful sulphur crystals from the mine workings, which were added to the transparent salt crystals from the Lunar Valley. My last full day turned into an expedition. We set off at 4 a.m. for the active volcano Lascar (5614 m), about 150 km on bad roads. At dawn, puffs of black smoke could be seen; apparently it had a very recent eruption. By the time we arrived at about 4700 m the smoke had become less menacing. Because of loose sand, the jeep did not manage the last part and we hiked an hour before it became steeper. Then it was the usual volcano slog up sandy slopes. We had been given four hours to reach the summit and two of us made it on time, with the third arriving later and the fourth turning back near the crater rim. From the summit we could see the empty old crater, whereas the active one was a bit lower down.  We had been warned about the dangerous fumes and did not descend to the edge of activity because the inner parts would not be visible.  However, the two others got a good dose of sulphuric fumes when they took a different route down, showing that volcanos are not to be trifled with.  (A tourist was killed by falling stones on Villarrica during this period.)  In fact, I heard later that Lascar blew its top again the year after.

My last day in San Pedro was spent catching up but there was time for a visit to the swimming pool. This involved a three kilometre walk to a small oasis. The novel experience of swimming in the desert was only marred by the thought of having to return in the soaring heat. I spent the night in Calama and caught an early luxury bus to Copiapó, arriving ten hours later. Copiapó is a charming town of 100,000 people, with lots of luxurious vegetation. Unfortunately, it is not a place to linger between climbs because the altitude is a mere 350 m.  However, this is literally the last civilization before Ojos del Salado about 250 km away. I spent the next day eating well and getting organized.  Hugo's friend, Giancarlo Fiocco, who owned a small hotel, agreed to drive me to the Ojos base camp in his powerful Toyota Land Cruiser on the 21st and return on the 30th at a total cost of $530. Considering the distance involved and the extra fuel needed, this was a good deal.  For comparison, we paid $160 for one trip of 150 km in a smaller vehicle for Lascar. In any case, the alternative of renting a car would cost more and also present problems for a lone stranger.

We left for Ojos at 5 a.m. By sunrise we were climbing up and got some interesting views of colourful mountains. Although the landscape was barren, there was still a little life as shown by a herd of shy vicuñas. We crossed an enormous salar (salt flat), looking like a big lake, where the four-wheel drive was needed on several occasions.  After 5 1/2 hours we reached the old police check-point about 20 km from the Argentinian border which was the traditional base camp, conveniently located at 4500 m.  Although Giancarlo would have taken me to the first hut at 5200 m, it was prudent to gain further acclimatization before moving up.  In earlier years the nearby Murray's Inn provided a comfortable residence for acclimatization but unfortunately it burnt down in 1989.

After walking across to the police post I was asked for my permission to climb Ojos. This came as a big surprise; nobody had mentioned it before. Giancarlo intervened, saying he knew the police in Copiapó who would provide the permission, and this was accepted.  (On his return, my friend did not bring the permit because it could only be obtained in Santiago or El Salvador, but by then it was too late.) We were allowed to drive to the border. On the way we passed the large and intensely blue and green coloured Laguna Verde. A few flamingos and geese were spotted on a small lake of fresh water. Because this was not within easy walking distance and the police did not have a vehicle, I was glad to have brought 25 extra litres of water. After this sightseeing trip Giancarlo departed and left me to set up the tent in strong winds.

 Next day I hiked 13 km to the thermal spring which originates near Laguna Verde. Its flow was channelled into a shed where there was a pool with ideal temperature for submersion. A strong head wind slowed the return and my weakness led to a change of plan. Because it was 23 km to the hut at 5200 m, it seemed a good idea to make an extra carry half way and return to the tent. However, this would involve two additional trips which would add considerably to the effort.  Instead I decided to bite the bullet by taking one big load and hope to make it in one day. This way I awarded myself an extra rest day before the big effort. Because Christmas was coming up, I gave the police cigarettes and a bottle of pisco which were no good to me. Even if they did not have a vehicle they might be able to do me a favour.  (On my return after the climb I found the old police team had been replaced.)

On the dreaded day (24th) I departed at 7:30 with my big load. Although the tent was left behind, I carried five extra litres of water as well as two litres of fuel and heavy goodies such as 1 kg of cheese and 1 kg chocolate-coated marzipan bars.  The early part was flat and a good track could be followed. After a while I only managed 20 minutes between water breaks which had to be brief. According to a route description for drivers, progress was good. However, on the last bit I lost sight of the trail. Something looking like a hut appeared on top of a hill and a faint track seemed to veer left, so I followed a river course to save time. This involved going up a steep gorge, which was no fun with my load. I left the sack by a stream (the only one seen) and ventured further for a good look. Alas it was a false trail. However, from above I could discern tracks in the sand pointing  to the right  (where I had turned left).  Cursing my source of information which stated "here we parked and walked up to the hut in about two hours", I contoured round the hill and eventually located the hut after more than ten hours on the trail. It had been a hard day but at least the target was reached. My altimeter reading at the Atacama refugio indicated 5180 m, perhaps 100 m too low.

Luckily I appeared to have the entire mountain to myself. Needless to say, next day was a rest day. I melted some water from the nearby nieve penitentes (icy spikes) and was relieved that the stove was working so well with 81 octane petrol (93 octane was available but would be more dangerous). Because it was Christmas Day, I enjoyed my favourite meal of Chinese noodles for lunch and special oat-meal expedition biscuits with drinking chocolate at night. Less pleasant was the need to tend to my cracked fingers with tape; a handicap incurred on my ill-fated 1978 expedition.  On the other hand, I was lucky that drinking cold water during the night did not produce a sore throat.

Next day I hiked up to the second hut (Tejos refugio ). Now the road was very good and easy to follow; however, I was surprised at arriving after only 2 1/2 hours of going slowly. My information of 6050 m for this hut appeared to be wrong.  The hut book said 5750 m which agreed well with the altimeter.  This meant there were still over 1100 m to the summit, which was a less pleasant prospect. However, altimeters tend to be underestimates and more recent GPS determinations suggest a better value around 5830 m (with 6893 m for the summit).  Walking back, the peace was shattered by a truck coming up, carrying a mountain bike. The passenger had arrived from the nearby summit of Incahuasi (6650 m) with his bike while I was at base camp. Now he was invading my mountain and got a free lift on the stretch where I had laboured so hard, even going up to the second  refugio.
Although my resting pulse was down to 48, there was no hurry in going up so I enjoyed the beautiful weather. Several hours were spent sitting on a rocky outcrop just gazing at the surrounding volcanos and experiencing utter silence. Later clouds gathered while I tested my strength on some small hills, trying out trekking poles found in the hut. There was a light snowfall on the peaks but by evening the sky was clear again. My only concern was that the mad bike guy would not get into trouble and require a rescue operation, as had happened on another occasion (Elbrus 1990) when the certain summit was ruined.  On the 28th I moved up to Tejos. Having read the boast of two British (who gave a slide show in the Alpine Club about their climb), I made an effort and beat their hut book quote of 1 hour 30 minutes by five minutes.  On arrival, the bike man was setting off to carry his bike up the first part. In a suitable contrast to my Cambridge summit flag, the name of his sponsored bike was the OXFORD!

We left together at 6 a.m., going slowly until the bike was reached just below some rocks. Finally I was on my own again and spent the next few hours stepping on rocks which permitted good progress. Then followed a less pleasant stretch of the usual loose sand at the critical angle which required grit and determination. I was much relieved when the gradient eventually levelled out and the crater rim was reached.  While enjoying a picnic of home made marzipan I surveyed the scene which was somewhat different from my experience of other volcanos.  Instead of a gentle slope to the highest point, I was faced with an impressive buttress on the other side of the crater, which seemed quite inaccessible. Looking more carefully, I could see steps on the snow along the crater edge, which was traced. The path then headed straight up towards a small col separating two rock towers. I had been warned about technical difficulties on the last 30 m, and not to do this bit alone. However, the presence of two ropes was too inviting to be ignored. One got me up to the tiny col and the second provided protection along a narrow ridge. Finally I walked the last few steps to the top and found the book which confirmed that I had reached the official summit of Cerro Ojos del Salado, stated here to be 6883 m! A moment's happiness had to suffice because it was rather windy and so cold that my camera ceased to operate after the first shot.

 Back at the col, I surveyed the second tower. There were some thin ropes higher up but the first part looked dangerously loose. I solved the problem by using the free rope to climb down the other side and traversed along a ledge from where it was possible to climb up unaided, although I wondered whether these moves could be reversed. The second peak appeared to be a few metres higher, measured at 6780 m, with the full altimeter error about 100 m (recently determined to be the same altitude within inches).  The Argentinian summit book showed few visitors, but at least I had made sure of reaching the highest peak in Chile and certainly the second highest in the Western Hemisphere.

Returning down the large boulder field below the col required concentration. At one place I stepped on a rock which came loose; jumping on to another did not help and even a third rock started rolling under my feet. I was greatly relieved to be standing on firm ground after this nerve-racking moment.  Suddenly I heard a shout from below. It was the other guy pushing his bike slowly along on the snow. He carried it a few steps up the boulder field where it was duly photographed, having reached 6800 m.  He was desperate to continue but there was no time for a summit attempt and we returned together with the bike left behind for another attempt. The bike man was given my spare 1/2 litre water bottle here. Having eaten nothing but a little marzipan all day, I was moving slowly by the time we reached the hut around 7. My time up of 7 1/2 hours could easily be improved but there did not seem to be any hurry in the relatively good conditions below the exposed towers.

 In the morning, I packed up and walked down seven kilometres to the Atacama refugio, where I enjoyed a good rest waiting for the car to turn up.  After two hours I reluctantly began the long trek back in case there was a problem with my transport. Although the load was now much lighter, I was also weary after the previous day so it was an effort to keep going.  However, with just one litre of water there was not much choice.  (I had forgotten there was an empty half litre plastic bottle in my rubbish bin.) My spirits were revived and I started shouting when a vehicle was spotted on the last flat desert plain. Getting closer, I was dejected to find my transport abandoned with locked doors.  Seeing footsteps leading back, I feared the worst and plodded on another six kilometres before arriving five hours later. Back at the tent, I heard how Giancarlo and two friends had to leave the car behind with a broken four-wheel drive and stagger along (with many rests) without being used to the altitude.  They spent the night in an empty tent which was made habitable by all my warmest equipment, whereas I shivered inside the paper-thin sleeping bag liner.

 Rescue arrived next afternoon in the shape of a Herz vehicle. Although five people joined in, they were soon back without having achieved anything because the car (a Trouper) proved too light for pulling. We squeezed in and headed for civilization, leaving the unfortunate Land Cruiser behind for a second expensive rescue mission. After so much time alone moving slowly, it was an amazing experience to be driven at high speed through the Atacama desert for three hours, with only a flock of guanacos as distraction. On the last stretch, a colourful mosaic of desert flowers provided a feast for the eyes; this rare sight only occurs after years with heavy snowfall. We reached the hotel by 7 on New Year's Eve but a celebration of my successful climb had to wait until I met my friends Arturo and Hugo in Santiago the next day.  It was sad to have had such a short taste of summer before heading back to the European winter but life at high altitudes has its own rewards.
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Having visited Antarctica, it was natural to set my sights on Greenland which contains a huge wilderness and many mountaineering objectives. Moreover, there is a Cambridge tradition of Arctic climbing, particularly in the Stauning Alps. The presence of Mestersvig Airport at 72 degrees North makes the area accessible for expeditions. The various logistical hurdles were overcome by consultations with members of a Cambridge University geological survey who were making regular trips. We formed a small group of seven astronomers with modest climbing experience. The other members of the East Greenland expedition were Edgar and David (UK), Lanny, Chris, Scott and Howard (Canada).

Our charter plane picked us up at Keflavik airport on 24 July. Apart from one paying passenger, there were six Danes from the Sirius Patrol who got a free flight.  They should normally have used the Twin Otter which flew empty from Akureyri in Northern Iceland. The check-in was unconventional, with petrol cans and a rifle as carry-on. (The rifle with ammunition had also been brought into Heathrow.) After about 2 1/2 hours we landed at Mestersvig, where poor visibility only permitted a quick glimpse of the surrounding mountains. We were given the use of a small hut for changing and storage. The various documents and security equipment, which had taken me a big effort to organize, were inspected and found acceptable (firearms licences, radio licence, expedition permit, hunting rifle and personal locator beacon). By 6 we had finished supper and set off on the trail with extremely heavy loads, leaving spare clothes and duplicated communal equipment behind. The first obstacle soon presented itself in the form of a river crossing. Fortunately everyone had brought training shoes for this purpose but even so one had to be careful, balancing a heavy sack in murky water. The subsequent progress was rather slow and after a few hours we set up camp in damp conditions.

Next day we followed the road as far as a mine, then contoured round the valley and reached Gefion Pass which was still covered in soft snow. After debating the best way we continued downwards, past some wet bogs and reached a prominent shoulder with spectacular views across to the Bersaekerbrae (glacier). Here we put up our three tents and pondered the next move. (I finished off a four portion freeze-dried dinner by mistake.)

Day 3 started with a steep descent to a place where the river could be negotiated, followed by a muddy scramble up the other side. This pattern of crossing ravines, which could not be spotted from some distance, was repeated several times. (In retrospect, we would have made faster progress by going all the way down to the river.) The apparent scarcity of camping sites forced an early halt, with our prospective base camp still a long way off, but the heavy burden did not invite a further long and uncertain trek. Because we were now a bit more inland, the heavy rifle was left behind. The theory was that polar bears don't roam so far, but they might be ravenous. The final day of approach placed new obstacles in our path. Now we had to pass through a veritable boulder field, and it was a great relief to reach the snout of the Skelbrae. Putting foot on solid ice was very welcome and the easy slope of the glacier made for good progress. Base Camp was established on a flat part (c. 600 m), near the bottom of the Kishmul glacier. An exploratory hike up the Kishmul revealed soft snow with considerable amounts of surface water further up.

The first night without any rain or mosquitos was much appreciated. As the initial objective the Edinbrae was chosen. We decided to attempt the ice fall leading up to the apparent col. This involved interesting and moderate scrambling on ice, taking care to avoid huge crevasses. Edgar's skilful route finding was eventually defeated by a sheer drop and we had to retreat all the way down. However, useful climbing experience was gained. On Day 6 we made an earlier start, heading for the col by way of a snow gully which had been inspected the previous day. This time we had no problems in getting up. However, further progress now became extremely problematical. Scott, who was in the lead, fell into several hidden crevasses in spite of constant probing with a ski pole. It soon became clear that our chances of advancing were hopeless and the visibility was also poor; hence another retreat was inevitable. The rest of the day was spent sleeping while it rained, then welcome evening sunshine enabled damp clothes to be dried out.

Another early rise was made with the idea of attempting the rocky ridge starting from the Edinbrae col. However, the weather was poor again, and we therefore decided to break camp and move up the Kishmul glacier in the hope of improved conditions. A flat area at about 900 m was selected as the new BC. Although there was no running water nearby, we were able to satisfy our needs from a small hole which maintained its level. (In fact, no ice was melted on stoves during the entire trip so we carried too much fuel.) After lunch Edgar, Scott and I explored the route further up the glacier, when I located a dozen snow-covered crevasses which were then marked with wands. From this central position we had a spectacular view, with snow-capped peaks all around.

Finally, on Day 8 the weather improved and the whole party went up the glacier. In spite of the embarrassment of my crampon falling off (which was fixed thanks to David's pliers), I was allowed to lead the first rope; the second rope invariably consisted of the Baffin gang (Lanny, Chris, Howard and David). After gaining height we spotted a promising snow couloir which led up to a ridge with apparent connection to the summit. The gully was very narrow in places but the snow enabled fast progress, punctuated by short stops for placing protection. After quite a scramble I reached a small summit (c. 1500 m) at the junction of the ridge, with just enough space for everyone to squeeze together. We enjoyed the stupendous view in perfect visibility. Much to our surprise, there was an abrupt drop in the ridge at this spot so we reluctantly decided to forgo an attempt on the slightly higher summit towers. Still, we felt we had achieved something at last.  After an early turn-in we got up at midnight in order to benefit from firmer surfaces. Even so, our boots occasionally sank into deep holes which slowed progress but such obstacles are more bearable without loads. Roped up, we followed the previous day's tracks for a while, then it became a question of route finding through a basin containing various obstacles. Edgar wisely avoided going up an avalanche cone which seemed to offer the shortest way as seen from our angle but this turned out to be deceptive. Crossing over to the other side, a good trail brought us up in full view of our objective (Pt. 1603, or maybe Richmond Peak). After discussion, the first rope decided to intercept the ridge a short distance beyond the col, whereas the three others (without David) headed for the col itself. Scott now took over the arduous task of breaking trail. Soon the snow conditions became quite difficult, making every step an effort. On the way up a steep snow gully we came across flowers clinging to a rocky ledge. Here Scott disappeared round a corner and fought his way up the steepening ridge. Luckily we intersected the ridge just beyond a small tower which barred progress for the others.

Further up Edgar took over the lead. It now became quite rocky which required placing protective slings. On reaching an exposed but flatter part we joined up again so that Edgar could set off with a new supply of slings. This proved sufficient and following a short scramble, the summit (c. 1700 m) was reached seven hours after leaving camp. The tiny summit allowed the three of us to crowd together. Several avalanches rumbled down towards our approach route on the opposite side while the others made their return, having seen us gain the summit. We enjoyed a brief view of Swiss Peak in glorious sunshine but my proposal for a lunch break was outvoted because of the increasing avalanche danger. Two hours later we were safely down and reached camp after a 12 hour trip.  Having explored this area a bit, we now faced the problem of staying on or trying something new in the few remaining days. In order to investigate the possibility of crossing over to the Bersaekerbrae, a scouting party of four (Edgar, David, Howard and Scott) set off for Glamus col (c. 1400 m). Meanwhile Chris rested his strained back (caused by a slip at the col), whereas my swollen ankles due to load carrying enjoyed the first day of inactivity. The scouting party reached Glamus col but unfavourable snow conditions made it too risky to attempt a crossing with full loads. Instead it was decided to gain the Bersaekerbrae from the Skeldal which unfortunately would involve a detour.

We broke camp on Day 11 and retreated down the Kishmul glacier. On reaching the snout of the Skelbrae, Lanny found a strong ice bridge which saved us from having to wade across the fearsome river. Now we walked along the flat river valley on sandy ground, spotting tracks from a previous party. The first Arctic birds appeared and we enjoyed a good lunch break at a place rich in flowers. Eventually we reached a trail leading up the moraine of the Bersaekerbrae. This trail was followed a few kilometres, after which we branched on to the glacier itself where a good campsite was found (c. 600 m). After the strenuous previous day we made an exploratory walk further up the Bersaekerbrae. The main objective was to look for a food barrel which had been dropped by helicopter and could not be reached by a previous Scottish expedition because of soft snow. In spite of our effort, the goodies remained elusive. Higher up the snow conditions deteriorated and we decided to turn back at a point near the junction with the Dunnotar glacier.

Our main objective now was Harlech (c. 1900 m), first climbed by Lord Hunt's (of Everest fame) party in the 1960s. From camp we crossed the two kilometre wide Bersaekerbrae and found our way between huge boulders to reach the ridge of Harlech. Route finding presented no problems and the scree ridge made for a very efficient gain in height. Being the first to reach a shoulder at about 1500 m, I claimed the lead for the technical part. After a short instruction in the use of snow anchors we roped up and started the slow ascent. The first part was mainly on snow and we kept just below the edge of the ridge which was corniced. Occasional protruding stones made suitable belay points and a deadman (snow anchor) was also used. In spite of bright sun the snow was still fairly firm but care was needed because of the big drop down the steep snow field. Quite incredibly, I was only wearing a fleece jacket on top of the thermal vest. At one place we crossed over to the other side after a few careful steps on top of the ridge itself. Now it became more rocky and the crampons had to take the strain. Finally we could see a rock spire and on arriving at its base I took a quick look round the side to ascertain that the subsequent ridge did not continue to rise. This was a great moment. Soon the others arrived, with David leading the second rope. It remained to scramble up a five metre spire. There was a tiny flat top which could hold Edgar, Scott and me, then the four others got their chance to gain the highest point.

The summit was reached at 11 a.m., about eight hours after leaving camp. We now enjoyed splendid panoramic views, especially towards the Dansketinde (Danish Peak) and Norsketinde (Norwegian Peak), as well as the peaks at the end of the Bersaekerbrae. All too soon it was time to return. I led all the way back to the unroping point without any problems in spite of the softer snow. From here we chose a snow gully which made for rapid glissading, with Lanny winning the race for home. The return across the glacier brought new obstacles. By now the streams had increased considerably and a careful search was needed in order to find suitable points for jumping across. David took his time getting back, and after a hot drink in camp I returned to escort him safely home.

Around 4 the next morning we heard noises outside. A young fox was rummaging in our empty dinner bags; however, there was practically no food left. Scott managed to get a few pictures before the fox was scared off and ran further up the glacier where it would face a bleak future. (This was a year with hardly any lemmings.) We broke camp and retraced the track down to the Skel river, where we collected extra food and fuel hidden underneath a large pile of stones. Here we split into two groups in order to scout a possible river crossing which would save the long detour up to an ice bridge just below the snout. Both parties reported success and the river was crossed at two points. At our place it was divided into three channels and the water reached up to the knees. Lanny went ahead to look for campsites while Chris retrieved the rifle which was hidden on a nearby hill. There was only one likely camping place opposite the Bersaekerbrae moraine but it turned out to be quite good, with clean water a short walk away.

The last long day in the wilderness provided a scary experience. It was just possible to sneak along by the river's edge, at the bottom of a boulder field. This was followed by a completely flat stretch consisting of partly frozen clay. Here the party spread out, with me and Howard alone at the rear. The surface was rather sticky but it was no worse than walking on soft snow. Suddenly near the end we were in big trouble. The presence of a tiny trickle of water had changed the consistency of the clay. Our boots began to sink in more deeply after each step and with my heavy load I got completely stuck, then fell over. Fortunately I had the presence of mind to fall on to the rifle which provided support because of its special cover. Assisted by Howard, who also got stuck in spite of his smaller weight, I got up and dragged my pack on to firm ground, then returned to get him out. We were very muddy but relieved to have extricated ourselves from a potentially dangerous situation. Actually, this was one of very few scary moments in my whole life.

Soon we reached the tundra and could begin to admire a variety of flowers which diverted attention from the pain of load carrying. Further on we crossed a huge ice sheet covering a shallow lake. At our lunch spot we found a 20 year old food dump left by mining prospectors; the honey tasted perfectly fine. Now we changed course towards Mestersvig, rather than following the river out to sea. Crossing the last hill, we finally saw the airstrip ahead. After consultation, David, Chris and Lanny set off for Mestersvig, whereas the others enjoyed a last night in beautiful surroundings. A herd of musk oxen were grazing nearby and the evocative cry of the snowy owl was heard during the night.

Next morning (Day 16), we reached the airstrip early. There was time to visit the control tower and learn more about this fascinating and remote part which may one day become much more accessible. The plane arrived on schedule and soon we were on our way. This time visibility was good and we had a full view of icebergs on one side and glaciated mountains on the other. Our privileged visit to the Arctic had been a great experience in spite of some poor weather and difficult snow conditions. As an added attraction, we had spent two weeks exploring several mountain ranges with no other humans in sight.
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At 5748 m, Pico de Orizaba (Citlatepetl) is the highest mountain in Mexico and third highest in all North America. Seven nights in Mexico City (2200 m) during a supercomputing meeting provided a reasonable amount of acclimatization, albeit without any physical exertion. It was remarkable that the locals were unable to tell me how to get close to this big mountain which can often be seen at considerable distance.  (Fred Becky's book Mountains of North America gives the name of the last main village.)  Arriving at the huge bus station of Puebla, a friendly local took me to the police to ask for connection to Tlachichuca. My query was overheard by a woman leaving the office who said "I am going there now", and so my big problem was resolved by incredible luck. She even presented me with the business card of her father who was one of two local guides. In fact Joachim Limon is featured in Becky's book, so what more could I want? It was a two hour bus trip, with standing room only, so I missed out on seeing the landscape. Joachim turned out to be a true mountaineer and we spent the evening looking at books and discussing alpine matters. He showed me several good sketches of the local route and had reached the summit 27 times as a guide.  I was also told there was good water at the hut.  His most important advice was to continue past the prominent crevasses before turning towards the summit.

After breakfast we set off for the mountain in a big truck. The road was quite rough and we passed a few primitive villages; Hidalgo at 3500 m is the highest in North America (maize and potatoes grow here).  The total distance to the hut at Piedra Grande was 36 km according to Joachim (guidebook says 23).  I did not succeed in getting him to drop me off before we got to 4000 m, where we could see the hut, rather than to get more gradual altitude exposure on foot. In the end I was left with a leisurely hour's walk to the hut at 4200 m after having spent the last night at 2500 m. Because it was Sunday, one could expect to see other people visiting the hut but fortunately there were only two resident cars which left soon.  The peace was temporarily disturbed by the pupils of a mountaineering school who came to paint the large hut (60 places).  It was a chance to obtain more information and the leader told me,  possibly exaggerated, that about ten people die every year on the  mountain. (Apparently about 60 have perished over one decade.) After this friendly warning, I retreated to a small shelter only to find a Japanese who had walked up from Hidalgo and planned to climb next morning.  Unfortunately, he did not have a cooker either, so my emergency soups and tea remained untouched while I made do with biscuits and cheese.  I hiked up the beginning of the path to take a closer look and could see clouds and mist higher up.

Next morning did not go according to plan.  Neither of us heard the alarm and we did not wake until 5:30 by which time it would be too late to manage the remaining 1500 vertical metres in one day.  In my case a lack of sleep earlier in the night was caused by slow digestion at the higher altitude. The Japanese complained of headache and, being short of time, decided to go down. I spent most of the day in a beautiful wood at 4000 m, with my solitude only interrupted by the occasional bird. This was a good opportunity to study the cloud formation around the peak and learn about the characteristic weather pattern.  It seemed early morning was the best time but even so other periods had reasonable visibility.  After all, it was the rainy season as was amply demonstrated in Mexico City and even on my arrival at Tlachichuca, and this kept the climbers away.  Being completely alone on a big mountain would scare many but this was not my first time and I was determined to have a go at this tempting objective.  Not to be embarrassed by another late start, I was in my bag by 6 and this time there was no problem in getting deep sleep.

Fortified by a few biscuits, I left the shelter at 4 a.m.  The first part of the marked trail along an aqueduct was bathed in moonshine but the torch had to be used further up in the shade.  After two hours of rapid progress at an ideal inclination I reached the first snow, just above a campsite. However, there were rocks on the skyline and the thought of having to remove the crampons at the rocks made me decide on following the scree slope instead. Getting up after considerable effort, I realized it was a mistake because the glacier proper began at once. Putting on crampons at 4900 m, I experienced a period of weakness after my meagre breakfast but I only carried a few biscuits to sustain the advance.  Amazingly I now faced an 850 vertical metre glacier ascent alone starting at the level of Mt Blanc's summit; a daunting task by any measure.  As recommended by Joachim, the first part of the standard route was done by contouring left while gaining height slowly. Although the weather was still perfect, I placed several marker wands in case of bad visibility on the descent; there was an ominous spectacle of lightning clouds in the distance. Having gone far enough over to avoid the large crevasses, I headed straight up for the crater rocks which seemed deceptively close.
The snow began to get softer in the intense sun but the main cause for slowing down was due to the altitude. Towards the end I only managed about 30 steps between rests; leaning on the ice axe it was hard not to fall asleep (a dangerous and well known phenomenon). After six hours I finally reached the rocks and soon gained the crater's edge.  Seeing the actual summit cross on top of a buttress gave me a nasty shock until I realized it could be avoided by contouring. A clear rock made a welcome picnic spot with water and trail snacks now that the hard work had been done.  From there it was an easy stroll to gain the summit with views into the large crater. It was a rare privilege to be the only person on the entire mountain, with fresh animal tracks leading to the summit and down the other side adding to the excitement (a coyote traverse according to Joachim). The altimeter read only 5550 m, about 200 m less than the true height, but I was relieved there was no more to be done.  (This was in the days before GPS and altimeter readings tend to be underestimates even after calibration. However, more accurate GPS data now gives 5636 m.) The way down was easy but great care had to be taken to avoid slipping in the soft snow. I put my foot in a few small crevasses and even had to practise self-arrest with the ice axe after a sudden slip.  I was glad to see the theory worked and remained calm.  The rocks seemed far below but Joachim told me of many fatalities due to carelessness or lack of experience.  Another hazard was that in soft snow the crampons clogged up which made walking safely difficult.  As anticipated, clouds started to develop during the glacier descent but there was no need to use the compass and I had a good idea of the direction. (On a volcano it is easy to be misled.)  This time I left the crampons on until the last snow. The shelter was reached at 2:30 with the water down to zero not for the first time.  
 I felt very weak due to a hard day almost without food. The thought of having to spend another night in bleak conditions was not appealing, and one hour later I set off down the track. Hidalgo was reached in two hours but my hope of getting a lift seemed over-optimistic; it was a very primitive place. A boy on horseback directed me to a shortcut straight down to the next village which was larger. By this time it was 6:30 and my feet were hurting after so much time in the Koflach plastic boots. The last collectivo (public taxi) had gone and I started looking into spending the night in a field of maize.  However, I noticed a truck on the roadside bearing the name of Joachim's village. On further enquiry, the driver told me he was going there in five minutes, and thus my second stroke of good travel luck saved the day! In total the round trip from Mexico City cost me just $60, including two night's accommodation at Joachim's. I had demonstrated that it was feasible to climb Orizaba in the off season (August).  To increase my chances, I had consulted an experienced guide about the glacier route and the extra day of acclimatization would also have been highly beneficial. This preparation was rewarded by a successful solo ascent which was another feather in my cap.
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Mountaineering history has many examples of expeditions failing to find a big mountain. More specifically, the challenge is usually first to locate a suitable climbing route. Following my success on Ojos del Salado in late 1991, other ideas started to emerge. My driver, Giancarlo, suggested it might be possible to locate a way of approaching Pissis from Chile which had not been tried before probably because it would involve a border crossing without any formalities. This mountain was known to be very high but its altitude had never been determined by reliable means. It contains five distinctive peaks and was first explored by a team of Polish mountaineers in 1937. Since that time there had only been a handful of successful expeditions to a few of the peaks. With the next objective defined, I managed to persuade Edgar, my companion from several other trips, to join this uncertain venture. Because of the seriousness of the undertaking, it was appropriate to gain exposure to altitude first.

The trip started 17 December when my friend in Santiago drove us up to the ski resort of Parva where we found a suitable campsite surrounded by lovely flowers (3000 m). Next morning, we placed the tent at a lagoon (3700 m) but carried on to 4200 m to get a good view of Plomo (5436 m) which I had climbed solo in 1983 as preparation for Aconcagua. On the way we were buzzed by a condor which seemed to be curious about us. Another carry of seven hours got us to the traditional lower base camp (4200 m) which had a little water but no people. Summit Day involved facing a small amount of new snow and also taking an `improved' route but after seven hours we reached the top with impressive views towards Aconcagua. The fourth night was spent at base camp, followed by a hike down to the starting point. As arranged, another friend came up and provided a ride all the way to the airport. We soon found ourselves landing at Antofagasta and caught a three hour bus ride for Calama. In this way we travelled a long way from Plomo Base Camp to sea level and back up to 2300 m on the same day. The plan called for a few days at San Pedro de Atacama (2450 m) which was reached next day.

The popular village of San Pedro offered several opportunities for getting used to altitude. Already early next morning we took a tour to the geysers at El Tatio (4300 m) which put on an impressive show at sunrise. On the way back there was a thermal pool to be enjoyed (the geysers were too hot). For cultural education, the museum of Atacama civilization which began about 12,000 years ago was excellent. Half a day was devoted to a tour of the huge salar. At the edge was the wonderful oasis of Toconao which had exotic fruits and clean flowing water. On the way we saw a rhea bird and also flamingos in several lagoons. Christmas Day was spent relaxing and visiting the large swimming pool which required walking through scorching desert heat.

Our driver had suggested climbing the 6000 m peak Sairecabur and we were joined by a few others. After an impressive gain of 2800 m the driver accompanied us a short distance to the col and directed us to go left. The ascent was easy but at only 5500 m it became clear we were on the wrong mountain and, in fact, a bigger mountain could be seen opposite. There was nothing for it but descend and head up the other side. After a while someone started talking about mysterious cables and the possibility of military mines. We could see Bolivian border markers and had heard stories of minefields planted during earlier conflicts. At first we tried to avoid stepping on sand by jumping from rock to rock but the risk seemed too great and we turned back to confront the driver. He said that what we had seen were remnants of explosives for prospecting sulphur and the miners were on holiday. However, he could not account for sending us up the wrong mountain instead of the highest in the area; after all, he was a local guide. In any case, by now it was hot and we did not have the energy for nearly 700 vertical metres more. As a compromise, the driver was paid for the fuel and food only. The return went via several pools connected by waterfalls which even the non-swimmer could not resist.

After five nights in San Pedro we now headed to Copiapó which was reached in ten hours by bus from Calama. Our two-man expedition began 28 December with Giancarlo at the wheel. After some elevation gain the engine started to have problems which were fixed by changing the timing. The altimeter was calibrated to 4000 m at the gold mine, Mina Marte. Before noon we had passed Laguna San Francisco and were truly in the wilderness. Along the way we spotted a few alpacas and also vicuñas. It was not long before the road began to deteriorate. Eventually we reached a small stream that Giancarlo said was the Astaburaga, the only river in the area. The road had collapsed and it was necessary to force a way through using the stream. However, this led to getting stuck in quicksand and any further advance was impossible. The choice was to be left in this area for the next nine days or be driven back to climb volcan Copiapó (6100 m). Without any map or further information about Pissis we still opted for the former and hoped it would be possible to explore the area even if the mountain itself had not been spotted so far. Consequently one tent was placed at this location which had good water (we had also brought 30--40 litres) and Giancarlo left for home.

A food carry was made next day. The rough road followed the stream until it terminated. An hour later we passed a small valley which had to be checked out for a possible border marker or sighting of Pissis. This involved an extra 200 m ascent, after which we continued upstream to 4700 m before returning. Next morning, we retraced our route to the food dump and set up the other tent. I checked out a second col at 4980 m with the same negative result. Later we went up the valley, to what looked like the beginning of the Astaburaga and then up a hillside. Of two peaks which could be seen one was identified as Jotabeche. In the morning, we hiked further and located the actual source of the river which was separated by a submerged part. A tower was placed at a col with no writing but we guessed it might be Vidal Gormaz, measured at 4850 m. The view was spectacular but still no Pissis to be seen. Going a bit further, three snow peaks first emerged over the skyline. It was quite a shock but there was no doubt. We reached a summit at 5000 m and finally saw the full scale of Pissis with four or five peaks dressed in white. Given the remaining time and uncertain distance to the foot of the climb (maybe 25 km), we switched to going for Jotabeche.

The Jotabeche side trip started 1 January by going over the col and descending 230 m. Route finding was easy and we found a campsite at 4730 m where there was a trickle of water so the extra nine litres carried were superfluous. We had a rest day to increase our strength for the 1100 m ascent. On a packet of bullion was written in Spanish "Conservando en lugar fresco y seco" (conserve in a fresh and dry place), which seemed appropriate. We could now admire Pissis, about 2000 m higher. It had received a second snowfall and displayed an impressive cirque at about 5400 m. On Summit Day we made good progress, with 330 m gained on steep hills in the first hour. The highest part became visible with an easy ridge partly snow covered. However, there was a tricky 100 m field of nieve penitents. During the climb, the competitive spirit took over and I had to push hard to stay ahead of the younger guy. After this effort, we made it in six hours. The altimeter read 5820 m on the summit which provided fine views on a beautiful day with Bonete (6759 m) to the right of Pissis. It was surprising to see about 20 blue lakes on the 5600 m plateau. As a nice touch for bird lovers, we observed a small bird on the highest rock. Down on the plateau we headed for a lake where the snow touched the water. This offered an invigorating swim, duly recorded by the non-swimming member. On the return two days later we had an easy hike and put the tent in a slightly more favourable location to catch an earlier sunrise. This spot was defined to be the official source of the Rio Astaburaga.

On 5 January we left camp to explore. A short distance further down, a col was ascended from which we could see a blue lake and nearby also a border marker at the col named Lagunitas (4745 m). We then climbed the real Vidal Gormaz (5050 m) by a scree slope, followed by a steep descent towards the lake. It now became clear there was a second grey lake containing fresh water. It was wonderful to observe just seven resident flamingos precariously on their own while several hundred ducks were swimming on the blue lake. We ascended to a lower col (4720 m) where there was a border marker without any writing. A short carry from the Chilean side would be needed for this route. Our conclusion was that a truck could be driven up another narrow side valley opposite some spectacular `organ pipe' formations. An alternative way to reach this col would go via our camp but this would involve getting there by vehicle. Once over the col it seemed feasible to proceed for a good distance on fairly level ground. However, the question was still open as to whether there would be a possible climbing route on Pissis from this side; a formidable glacier would have to be negotiated. Now it only remained to pack up and return to the drop-off point.

There followed an agonizing three hours waiting when a number of theories were advanced to account for the delayed vehicle. The sobering thought was that only Giancarlo would know where to find us, about 60 km from the mine. It was a great relief to hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. In the event the driver had left Copiapó at 5 a.m. and gone via Ojos to pick up two climbers. The way back was by a different route and not without interest. First we followed a rough mine road and passed Laguna San Francisco (4200 m) to begin the first descent. At one place a fox was standing near the road and posed obligingly. The early part of the drive showed many colourful hills, mainly in shades of red. The route involved a river crossing at 2900 m, after which there was an impressive climb back up to 3900 m before the final descent to Copiapó. Well before the top there was an incredible view down to a green valley and several rocky ridges seen later were chocolate coloured. Although the big mountain had evaded us, our experience of the awesome Atacama had provided a taste of adventure.
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The aim of my expedition was the rarely visited Atacama giant of Nevado (Mt) Pissis which was considered to be the third highest peak in the Western Hemisphere. Being extremely remote, its altitude had not been reliably determined at that time. In December 1993 my friend Edgar and I tried to reach it by a new approach route from Chile. After three days of searching we located a suitable pass for crossing over into Argentina but time did not permit a serious attempt and we had to be content with an impressive view of four or five snow-covered peaks from about 25 km away.

In March 1994 our driver, Giancarlo, took advantage of this new discovery to leave Bob Villarreal at 5000 m on the south-western side. Subsequently Bob was driven round to the north after a mining engineer helped Giancarlo to find another pass which shortened the route. The second attempt also failed (due to a self-inflicted injury) and hearing of the new route provided me with an incentive to have another go. Fortuitously, I had been given a compact GPS at my 60th birthday conference which would make such an objective even more worthwhile. Unfortunately, Edgar was unable to join me this time; hence the choice was to delay by a year or go it alone. Having already climbed Ojos del Salado solo in 1991, I decided to face the challenge on my own, although this peak would be a much more serious undertaking in view of its remoteness. News of this new route might also tempt others so a pre-emptive strike was desirable. Because Base Camp would be very high, I needed to spend significant time beforehand at altitude. The Lauca National Park was chosen for this purpose; actually there are very few interesting places for acclimatizing in Chile (I had already been twice to San Pedro).

On 8 December I arrived in Santiago and after a chat with my old friends Arturo and Hugo I was soon on the plane north to Arica. Sadly time did not permit a visit to some of the best beaches in Chile. At dawn next morning I took a bus to Putre (130 km for $4); at 3500 m a convenient staging post for the Lauca park. Here I had three nights comfortable stay at the CONAF (Chile Forestry Conservation) refugio. However, my time was marred by thunder, lightning and heavy rain; in addition I was punished for enjoying a big lunch without proper acclimatization. While hiking around in the neighbourhood I came across a pen full of llamas. My picture of all the llamas looking at the photographer (for food) was later issued as one of 12 special postcards by the Royal Geographical Society.  On the 12th I was back at the main road, hopeful for a lift to Parinacota. Two hours later I caught a truck bound for Bolivia which was barely able to make it up to the altiplano. The slow speed was ideal for watching flocks of vicuñas grazing close to the road. The tiny village of Parinacota (population 50) lies at 4400 m and is the last habitation before the border. It has a picturesque church with 17th century murals and the village was a stop for the daily tour bus from Arica. Here I stayed four nights at the comfortable CONAF refugio, sharing the Warden's room which even had TV. Because of my interests in wildlife conservation he invited me on his inspection tour the next day.

Finally we enjoyed glorious weather, following heavy rain the previous day and overnight snow. Although it apparently never rains at Arica, the so-called Bolivian winter may produce bad weather during the summer months. It was delightful to hike besides numerous lakes and on easy gradients directly towards the snow-capped Parinacota volcano (6340 m) which had been climbed by Arturo. The lakes form a veritable bird sanctuary, with plenty of ducks, Andean gulls and flightless giant coots. We also got fairly close to flamingos on several occasions; at one place there must have been a hundred. There was much less evidence of animals; only two shy vicuñas were spotted, although the rabbit-like vizcacha seemed to be common near rocky outcrops. Several vicuñas had fallen victim to the puma and had to be buried under rocks. Understandably the Aymara llama herders at Parinacota did not take any chances and gathered their flocks inside safe pens for the night. Only puma tracks were identified, but as a bonus we observed two nandu (similar to emu); being extremely shy they disappeared fast up a ridge. We returned in time to get photos of picturesque Aymara women attending the Christmas school party, with some carrying babies on their backs. 
The next day was spent visiting the huge Lake Chungara at 4500 m. It proved easy to get a lift the short distance to the border but even so, a packet of cigarettes was much appreciated by the driver. I ignored the Coca Cola kiosk and started walking back along the lake shore. The backdrop of snow-capped mountains was impressive, with Bolivia's highest peak, Sajama (6500 m), in full view and the active volcano Guallatire emitting black smoke. The lake itself was rich in bird life, particularly ducks and flightless giant coots. Because of the altitude, several species were perilously close to extinction and the Lauca park is rightly a biosphere reserve. I enjoyed watching the coots collecting reeds which were brought back to the mate staying behind on small mounds to guard the chicks. Two black birds with long curved beaks, very similar to the hadeda ibis, made a perfect motif for my camera. The CONAF display said that the cuervo is rarely seen by tourists. A solitary flamingo was reluctant to leave its favourite feeding place and allowed me to approach quite closely, achieving a perfect reflection of an imposing peak, punctuated by the flamingo showing its mirror image in the still lake. I finally reached the Chungara CONAF refugio and got a lift back to Parinacota with a passing tour bus. My last bird experience that day was quite amusing. A large woodpecker was sitting on a perch outside the church and seemed to have adapted to its bleak surroundings with not a single tree in sight (they nest in the ground).

In the morning, the Warden pointed me in the direction of another lake. On the way I encountered several large llama herds grazing on land made fertile by a network of small streams. They permitted me to approach closely and it was particularly enjoyable to watch the youngsters. I followed the Lauca river on its meandering course and had to make several detours to avoid the wettest parts which were favoured by Andean gulls and terns. A large number of pink flamingos were feeding in the shallow lake, and there were also grey ones. On the way back I absorbed the beauty of this oasis, contemplating the stark contrast that would face me in the Atacama. It was also delightful to watch a flotilla of coots displaying on the river, with periods of peaceful harmony interspersed by frantic skirmishes.

Having sampled some of the wildlife, my last day in Lauca was devoted to an ascent of Guane Guane (5093 m), accompanied by a guy who had climbed the 6000 m Sairecabur. The clouds dispersed as we ascended, revealing the next part. A flock of 20 vicuñas was encountered; their uphill speed was impressive compared to our slow crawl. On reaching the last col, my young companion took a rest while I scrambled up the summit ridge in fresh winds. All the big peaks were hidden by clouds but many lakes and intensely green pastures, called bofedal, could be seen. After an excursion of five hours we returned in time for lunch and transferred to the village square hopeful of catching a tour bus. As luck would have it, the usual company had left early; however, seats were available on a minibus. The departure was accompanied by heavy thunder and rain, but it only added to my experience of this amazing environment.

I arrived in Copiapó around 6 p.m. the next day, after a short flight to Antofagasta and a seven hour bus journey; my third on this distance. Because it was Saturday, I was lucky to find one store still selling the vital white gas for my MSR stove. Sunday was spent washing clothes and getting ready. I met two young guys both called Patricio (Pato) who would come along to Base Camp in order to learn the route. This was Giancarlo's last big trip before going to work for a gold mine in the Atacama and the first for the new company, but I was assured they were professionals and hearing about their rigorous training removed any doubts from my mind. We left at dawn on the 19th in Giancarlo's Toyota Land Cruiser which looked like a tank with its internal steel cage and huge tyres. In about three hours we reached the col (3900 m) overlooking Laguna Santa Rosa, where the real Atacama begins. Skirting the lake (also my third time), flamingos could be seen feeding. We passed the Marte mine which had expanded into a compact village. Another ten kilometres further on we left the road and headed east into the wilderness, officially known as Puna de Atacama.

The illegal crossing into Argentina was made at the Valle Ancho North pass which was gained without much effort. A small steel tower marked the border, with an altitude of 4672 m registered by the GPS in position 27 deg 24' 32" S, 68 deg 55' 27" W. Although crossing the border without passport was not a big deal for me, the locals considered the incursion into former enemy country as more serious. It was comforting to establish good radio contact with three locations in Chile. Soon Pissis itself could be seen, partly embraced by a huge cloud. Giancarlo had been this way once before but the route was tricky and he had to backtrack several kilometres at one place. Now the vehicle was really put through its paces; it seemed unstoppable as we encountered sizeable rocks and crawled up steep slopes. The last ridge was rough but after seven hours we reached the bottom of the northern glacier, about 50 km from the border and 260 km from Copiapó. We celebrated in traditional Chilean style by opening a 12 year old whisky, using snow for cooling (a novelty for the lowlanders).

Having reached their objective, my friends did not stay long. We agreed to meet at noon on the 28th by the red flag which marked base camp but would later be moved back to the brow of the hill. The possibility that either of us might miss this rendezvous was too nerve-racking to be discussed (it did happen on Ojos in 1991 when I had to walk out 20 km). Looking around for a good campsite, I found a likely place about 300 m away. However, this would involve ferrying all my gear across a snow field, and because it was also snowing I accepted the temporary discomfort of sleeping on sloping ground which was levelled a little by my efforts. Maybe it was the altitude effect but I struggled for an hour to fit the fly on my brand new tent, trying in vain to locate a symmetry point in the middle (which did not exist) and there was also a fresh breeze to contend with. As usual in the Atacama, the wind died down towards the evening and I could cook supper; freeze-dried fettuccine seemed a good choice for the first night. Base camp was located at 27 deg 44' 26'' S, 68 deg 45' 47'' W, with the GPS measuring 5375 m and an error of 70 m which was consistent with the altimeter, calibrated to the GPS at the border pass. It was reassuring to have running water near but in the event my own cleaner supply was sufficient.

My first day was intended for taking it easy so I could get used to the new conditions. After lunch I wandered up in a south-easterly direction searching for a possible campsite. A promising place was found, with a slight trickle of water near, but it did not seem high enough for a summit attempt. Exploring further, I gained the beginning of the main eastern ridge crest at 6000 m which provided excellent views of possible routes on both sides of the glacier. Because I was not prepared to solo the whole glacier with its steep upper part (although this would be the shortest way), a choice had to be made between the two sides. From the published position of Pissis (1994 edition of Mountaineering in the Andes by Jill Neate), it would appear that the main summit should lie 5' to the west and 2' south of BC. However, considering the rather large displacement from my camp (about 10 km), I decided to ignore this information. From my vantage point I had seen that the western side would be more direct but possibly a bit problematical. The most likely area for campsite (the top of a scree slope around 6000 m) appeared to be virtually without snow and no prospect of finding water. Because my stove was behaving in an erratic way, the eastern side had to be chosen, and I could only hope that my stamina would get me up the longer route.

Next morning, the stove refused completely and was put on one side for later attention. I filled the small sack with most of the food and carried up to the intended campsite where I placed the vital load inside a big hollow rock for safety. Clouds gathered and by late afternoon there was an hour of hail and extremely heavy thunder. In fact, the nearby ridge surely played a role in this performance. The stove was cleaned but could not be used outside because bad weather returned. I postponed cooking dinner until the morning but the stove was still reluctant. Around noon I moved camp, carrying an extra three litres of water; a second ten litre container proved sufficient for base camp use. The food sack was retrieved and I set up my new camp just as the weather started to deteriorate. By the time a platform was levelled it was unpleasant but I soon sheltered in comfort, entertained by impressive thunder. Yet again the conditions did not allow any cooking so I had to rely on my large emergency stock of chocolate-coated marzipan.

My fifth day granted me just one perfect hour. I filled the container with clean water from the slow trickle which emerged below a snow field. Hail was back again by early afternoon, turning to snow which fell so silently one could not hear it, except for small avalanches on the tent. It looked like a white Christmas in the Atacama, and I was beginning to wonder about being trapped by heavy snowfall. However, this time the thunder was much weaker and seemed distant, so hopefully this was the turning point. The GPS location of my tent was 45' 6'' S, 45' 34'' W, with an altitude of 5670 m which agreed with the altimeter. Unlike previous nights, the wind did not die down, adding to my feelings of uncertainty.

Looking out the next morning was quite a revelation, with clear views across to the giant peaks of Tres Cruces, Ojos del Salado and Incahuasi, and two lakes in the middle distance. A green one was also named Laguna Verde and might harbour a handful of flamingos as the only living creatures within my horizon. As if inspired by this magical view, the stove made a sudden noise and increased its strength without any intervention. I set off to check the route, reaching the 6000 m ridge while suffering in the heat. On further inspection I decided to tackle the long scree slope, rather than follow the main ridge over the two south-easterly summits, before crossing the glacier near the top. It seemed straightforward to traverse underneath the middle summit and aim for the snow-covered western summit which could be discerned and (without reliable information) was most likely the highest. Hence the choice of route was an inspired lucky guess but also based on mountaineering experience. Before returning, I placed a few markers across the broad ridge to a natural access point on the far side and recorded the position in the GPS for emergency navigation. Further snow showers hit the tent in late afternoon but it cleared up again in time for late dinner.

For Christmas Day, because the weather might still be unreliable, I had planned a small excursion. I set off at 10 in a south-easterly direction, aiming for another ridge which was reached three hours later. At this place (6300 m) there was a good view across to a summit not visible from camp. I estimated another three hours to the top by an easy route and decided to risk the weather. After traversing towards a small glacier tongue, I crossed a steep snow field to save time. Deteriorating conditions in such a short distance took me by surprise and I had to make a desperate effort of step-kicking, supported by the ice axe, in order to avoid sliding down. The glacier crossing itself was level. I then followed a prominent feature which led diagonally towards the summit, with plenty of rocks for firm footholds.

I reached the top ahead of schedule and spent time measuring the altitude and position in freezing conditions. The most likely candidate for the neighbouring giant, Bonete, was identified and photographed. There was no evidence of previous visits to this outlying peak with coordinates 46' 39'' S , 45' 10'' W. The GPS value of 6466 m with error 45 m (6360 m by altimeter after calibration in camp) made the effort worthwhile. At least I had made one significant virgin summit. In 1998 it was given the name Hombro del Pissis (shoulder of Pissis) with a corrected altitude 6430 m and the first ascent attributed to me. My return was shortened by skirting the ridge, following the glacier. On arriving back in camp I found the tent had been compressed several feet by a sharp gust of wind; there was no anchor for guy lines at the ends. It was impossible to cook anything for Christmas dinner so I celebrated by opening my present, a yule-tide chocolate log filled with rum.

The windy night kept me awake but it did not feel cold; a minimum temperature of -8 C was measured inside the tent. A resting pulse of 53 indicated that my condition was good. Because of the previous day's effort, it seemed desirable to take it easy. In any case, it would not be feasible to make two serious attempts on the remaining two days. By delaying there might be a chance of better weather and the extra night would also be beneficial. The morning was absolutely glorious. I spent much time gazing out over the untouched landscape, directly towards my old adversary, Ojos del Salado about 100 km away. I used the opportunity to cook an early dinner, then went for a stroll. When I got back around 5 the weather started deteriorating, with light snow showers and distant thunder but in an hour it had eased off again. I could only hope that the Atacama would finally grant me another good day.  Summit Day began well with a dawn start at 6:30 after brewing tea. It felt cold, which was a good sign, and the ridge plateau was gained in just one hour. Now began the long traverse which was quite tedious. My time estimate of two hours more on the scree was clearly unrealistic. Several hidden gullies slowed progress and it was tempting to head up to the ridge which would involve a descent to the glacier later (but might still be the best strategy). However, I persevered, sometimes finding small snow fields for better grip. Unfortunately, I was forced to take an hour's rest during a snow shower, hoping for a respite. The glacier crossing point was reached at about 1, some three hours behind schedule. The first part on the glacier was sloping a little, then it got easier but new snow built up underneath the crampons and the absence of wind made for a hot micro-climate. In any case, crossing without crampons would have been risky because a few places only had a thin snow layer on top of the ice. At the other side I kept the crampons on in order to make faster progress on the scree.

The route was now straightforward but as usual there were hidden sections and on two occasions I had to descend a little. A few distant snow showers could be seen but summit fever dispelled any caution. The last ridge to the apparent summit was steeper, with mixed snow and rock. I became aware that the front half of one crampon was missing so the other piece was removed. It was a slight disappointment to find that the highest point was a little further, but it could have been worse and I finally made it after ten hours.

The summit cairn held a cylinder with evidence of a 1985 expedition, as well as an undated Argentinian official document, and I could only hope it was the highest point. Given the available time, the four other main summits were too far away. In freezing cold and wind I managed to photograph my summit sack with flags and take two macro shots of the GPS which showed 6895 m (6834 m first time) with 50 m error at 27 deg 45' 17'' S, 68 deg 47' 56'' W, whereas the altimeter read 6710 m (consistent with expectations). Again Bonete was prominent to the south, but there was no time to linger and I left shortly after 5. Fortunately traces of my footprints showed the way from the edge of the small but featureless summit area, after which it became easier and the route looked familiar. The missing crampon part was recovered but I assumed (wrongly) it was damaged and limped back on the good one. The glacier crossing posed no problem but later I had to take care when descending on the sloping edge of the glacier (which could have holes) to save time. This still left a lot of scree to negotiate and I began to slow down, needing frequent short rests. My total food intake had only been 100 g marzipan and about one litre flavoured water which ran out near the end. Long shadows started appearing on the desert below, producing vivid colour contrasts as the sunset progressed. A final effort got me up to the ridge which had to be crossed, and I staggered into camp at 9, only ten minutes before darkness set in. The risky strategy of not carrying a torch to save weight was based on the ability to locate the tent at the bottom of a small snow field in the dark. Although it was late, I replenished my liquid loss by cooking bullion and soup while gazing at the incredibly sparkling sky.

On the 28th I took it easy packing up and finally left camp around 11:30. Cresting the brow of the hill, I spotted a stationary jeep in the distance. I waved my arms to show appreciation and heard the siren as if in acknowledgement. The snow field was crossed at noon and passing BC, I picked up a few minor items and the garbage before approaching the vehicle. It was only then that the drivers saw me; they had been hooting in the hope that I would be aware of their presence. It turned out that they arrived at 9:30 after a perfect trip, having left home very early from sheer excitement. Now it was my turn to open a small bottle of brandy which had remained intact throughout; it also served a medicinal purpose for my neglected stomach.

The way back was not without troubles. Almost at once the English-speaking Pato drove into a large stone which got stuck underneath (I was too polite to warn the driver). Using his army engineering experience, he managed to ease the vehicle over a makeshift bridge without incurring any serious damage. Retracing the route proved difficult and we were delayed by several false trails. At times we left the valley and charged uphill, then drove along precarious ridges which did not always permit a safe passage. Not surprisingly after such treatment, the engine also felt the strain but now both Patos acted in unison and replaced a newly installed faulty part by a spare which luckily had not been discarded. The engine was still hesitant and we barely crawled up to the border pass. However, my confidence in the drivers was justified and we finally rolled into town by 9. The cost for the two drives amounted to $800, which in the circumstances felt like the cheapest taxi ride in the world.

Postscript.

According to the Defence Mapping Agency Report, the GPS readings should be decreased by 20 m for reduction to the local spheroid. There is also a small reduction in latitude and longitude of 1'' and 2'', respectively. The measured altitude of Pissis was therefore comparable to Ojos del Salado (6882 m) within the formal errors. However, the presence of an additional error due to so-called Selective Availability cannot be excluded, although this seems unlikely in view of repeated determinations at the camps which gave similar results. Moreover, the lower value of 6710 m obtained by the Thommen altimeter was consistent with expectations because a difference of about 100 m was measured on the lower south-east summit, when the readings agreed in camp. The coordinates quoted for the summit agree to the nearest arc second with current values. More precise measurement from satellites now puts the altitude at 6795 m (or 6802 m by new GPS) and thus still the third highest in the Western Hemisphere. It turns out that two of the other Pissis peaks are only about five metres lower, so claiming the highest one was a close thing, but it was the first solo and possibly also ahead of the Argentinians.
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The occasion to make a small expedition in the area of the family cabin in western Norway presented itself in 1997 when I was due to attend the wedding of my niece. The objective was the Hardangervidda which is a large mountain plateau ideal for outdoor activities, especially for those wanting to get away from civilization. All that is required is to hop off the Bergen to Oslo train at one of several stations and head for the open spaces. To get me going in the right direction, the two first nights would be spent in the company of my younger brother and his son. On 3 August we travelled from Bergen to the Mjölfjell station (600 m) beyond Voss and carried another two hours to a charming lake at 850 m. Here we camped on a beach in ideal conditions, with a splendid sunset at 9:45. Next day we soon left the marked trail and were now truly in the wilderness (the area where Nansen trained in winter before his Greenland skiing expedition). At 1000 m we encountered an extensive snow cover which persisted for most of the time. The idea to climb the highest peak on the route (Vassfjöra, 1633 m) had to be abandoned from this side because one steep valley separated us from the upper slopes. It had been a hot day with only T-shirts being worn. We camped near a partially frozen lake at 1180 m on the only suitable site seen all day. To bypass the lake, we had to cross a crevassed area which turned out to be harmless.

Now the highest local peak was again in view and on Day 3 I followed in the steps of my brother towards the summit of Vassfjöra from a different direction, while his 23 year-old son waited below with tender feet. It was an easy plod, mostly on snow, and again it also became very hot.  The exceptional morning visibility allowed identification of several peaks 125 km away as well as our big neighbour, the Hardanger glacier, which loomed large. We spent a few minutes together at the summit before he ran down to walk out across country, reaching our cabin late that evening. Now I could enjoy the solitude of these wild parts. First I descended a little on the opposite side to a dramatic viewpoint looking directly down to a village in the Hardangerfjord. The music of cow bells from far below drifted up, like in a romantic play while I dozed and tried to take in the extensive panorama shimmering in the heat haze. The way down to the tent was punctuated by long rests which made a welcome change from earlier exertions.

On Day 4 I set off in the general direction of the huge glacier which could occasionally be seen. However, I soon got stuck at some cliffs trying to descend into the next valley. So I had to back-track and try another way. This time I sneaked down a narrow passage and had to jump across a bergschrund with heavy pack in order to get on to a snow field. I was thankful for the ice axe on more than one occasion. Later I looked down on four reindeer running on the snow. By 2 I reached dry ground by a stunning lake sporting several icebergs, with a stream connected to two more lakes. The whole scene was quite magical and there was no way I could pass by such a beauty spot without setting up camp (1210 m). In any case, the short hike had been trickier than anticipated. Now I enjoyed the luxury of a wash and also practised fording the stream which flowed over a slippery smooth rock surface.

Next day progress was fast up firm slabs. I left the sack at the col and reached the summit of Osaskavlen (1477 m) walking entirely on a rocky surface although the name implies a heap of snow and ice. Actually the other side was completely covered by snow fields. I headed down easy slopes until the inevitable cliffs appeared. After several trials I began to think it would be impossible; then I spotted one way down which seemed tempting. However, a careful examination showed it to be a risky undertaking. Almost giving up the search, I now found the very last possibility. Surprisingly, this consisted of grass ledges containing a variety of flowers. After a good rest, refreshed from a cool stream, I reached flat ground. Later I noticed a cabin at the end of a large lake. This made me think there was a dam which could save the trouble of wading a river. Along the way I came upon ten reindeer and hid behind a rock while they came close enough for me to take a picture. Several flocks of ptarmigans were also observed during the hikes. Unfortunately, a river flowed out of the lake and fording it proved an interesting challenge. The exceptionally hot summer combined with one of the heaviest winter snowfalls conspired to make serious obstacles at river crossings and it was again good to use the ice axe for steadying myself.

By 3 p.m. I passed a tiny lake which looked so inviting I could not resist stopping to set up camp (60 deg 37.81' N, 7 deg 11.75' E). Here the altitude was 1210 m again and there was a minuscule iceberg in the middle which invited reflection; its end like for most of us was inevitable but meanwhile life could be treasured. I took up position on a rock protruding into the lake and was absorbed by the magical scene. The iceberg drifted imperceptibly towards the exit and would take hours to move the short distance which induced the feeling of time standing still. After the few mosquitos disappeared at sunset I explored a small hill covered by heather and reindeer moss as well as ripe berries. During my contemplation a small lemming popped out from its burrow; the only one encountered. The campsite was covered by soft `mouse ear' which is Norway's smallest tree (1 cm!). I counted my luck at having found two perfect sites when there were so few suitable places at all because most level spots were either wet or rocky.

An easy hour's hike and river crossing on Day 6 brought me to the marked trail. Here I would have an escape route towards a railway station in case of bad weather. Near a wide river crossing I saw two campers getting ready to leave. They did not notice me and I sneaked round them like a wild animal. The crossing was very wide and hence less formidable than it appeared at first. Now the trail was easy and I advanced rapidly. However, further along I passed a cabin and could only see one trail continuing, marked by cairns, whereas a red T (for tourist routes) painted on rocks would be expected. Scouting around, I failed to find an alternative and had no option but to follow this direction. An hour later I arrived at a large lake which was not supposed to be on the route. Fixing the position by my GPS, it became clear where I had ended up. However, having forded the trickiest river of all, with slimy algae on smooth rock surfaces, I did not want to retreat. It turned out it was possible to contour above the river and hit the proper trail two kilometres further up, and this strategy was successful.

Later I faced one more problem with a misleading signpost but chose the right path. By 4 I passed some abandoned pastures with cabins which were mainly used for skiing. The guardian greeted me and I could not avoid speaking to another human after three days of silence. He warned of approaching rain and said there were seven hours still to go. Now the trail came within one kilometre of the huge glacier I had been aiming for. First a small but fast and very cold river had to be waded, then there was a bridge (my first) over a large channel. Here I encountered a few groups of twos and threes heading for the glacier; then I was on my own again. There was a steep hill to get up (300 m gain), followed by gentle descent. Soon I had spectacular views down a desolate valley (called Sima Valley), with sheer rock faces on both sides. It was a most God-forsaken place, with a few abandoned homes.

On getting down to another lake at 1000 m my map gave out and I did not realize the next map was in the pack. There followed an agonizing period of decision-making. Clearly the most famous waterfall in Norway (the Vöringfoss) could not be situated in the sterile valley; the lake outlet was too small. The only other possibility was a steep climb which appeared to lead back into the wilderness. However, logic prevailed and I had no choice but to take the high road, my second, at the end of a long day. Powered by an energy bar and water I ground my way up 250 m. Fortunately several streams provided much needed cooling of my face and the mosquitos left me alone as I got higher. There was a welcoming sight in the shape of a lake beyond the top. As luck would have it, I spotted one small area for the tent, and was greatly relieved after 13 hours en route. There was even enough light to prepare supper at 11 p.m., somewhat delayed by the diminishing fuel supply which soon ran out. However, I did not mind going without tea on the last morning when the muesli and milk also came to an end; the sign of a perfect expedition.

On the last (seventh) day it was a gentle two hour stroll to civilization and there was no other suitable campsite along the way. Considering that 2000 people visit the upper waterfall viewpoint next to the hotel each day, it was amazing that not a single soul was encountered on the easy trail just above. After devouring freshly baked waffles with clotted cream and jam, I walked down the old road and hiked up the gorge to stand at the bottom of the waterfall which sent out a cool spray. Remarkably, it was the first time on the trip that the Goretex jacket was needed. I made it back to the crossroad in time to enjoy the last few shortbread biscuits before the bus came and carried me down the valley to the ferry at Eidsfjord. An hour later it started raining and that day nearly an inch fell in Bergen. Given the fact that it had also rained heavily eight days earlier, luck was once more on my side, and the only problem was too much sunshine. But I was happy to have suffered such extreme conditions on my first expedition in the old country.
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After several safaris to East Africa it was time to broaden my horizons. With its small population and varied wildlife Namibia formed an ideal objective. There was a good opportunity to turn part of the trip into a self-drive camping expedition which suited five friends. We met up at a car rental office in Windhoek 11 July and signed the papers. Next day we drove to the Sesriem campsite. Because of too many stops along the way we arrived late but a small boy in charge of the gate obliged and let us in for camping. One attraction was to catch the sunrise on the sand dunes at Sossouvlei. Unfortunately, we had a bad puncture on the way which destroyed the whole tyre. In spite of several hours delay we managed to get up the biggest dune and still obtained wonderful views of nature's giant sandcastles. A nearby gorge was also of interest. The town of Swakopmund provided bungalows so camping was skipped. After seeing plenty of birds in several lagoons we enjoyed a good dinner of kudu and ostrich in a German-speaking restaurant.

Three members made a side trip to an oasis with many green trees and wonderful birds. The rare plant welwitschia grew in a limited desert area further along. In fact, the road ended at the biggest one (2 m high) which was fenced in. These unique plants are of interest to botanists and are extremely old, maybe 1500 years. A few kilometres on the return Edgar lost control on a sharp sandy bend and the car skidded, then turned over slowly and came to rest upside down outside the road. Not wearing seat belts in the back, I found myself sitting upright on the inside roof while the two in front were trapped. After squeezing out through the compressed side windows we could see it had been a lucky escape from badlands below. We got a lift and brought the shocking news back to town. While waiting one day for a replacement car we took a taxi 140 km to see a large colony of seals at Cape Cross.

The safari continued with a drive to the famous Etosha National Park. After dinner we visited the watering hole at the Middle Camp. Looking down from rocks, the setting was superb. The show started with several jackals followed by a hyena. Later a black rhino appeared, then a second. This gave rise to much confrontation with snorting and running, and even a juvenile took part. The play-making entertainment continued for several hours. A game drive on the next day was not successful until we found watering holes. In the morning, we went directly to a large watering hole. A lion pride with two males, some females and eight cubs were in residence. As usual, the lions were lazy but lots of animals came to drink at another place. Here we saw over 20 giraffes together as well as a herd of elands, the largest antelope.  Next day the lions were more cooperative and we came close to several while they were on the move. For bird enthusiasts a scops owl was a valuable catch. A brief visit to the Western camping site was also made. Two elephants at the watering hole gave themselves a good shower and made a perfectly symmetrical pose. I was fascinated by a slender mongoose trying to pull a dead guinea fowl to its burrow without much success. More drives in the Etosha followed before we headed to the Otjiwa Game Ranch where we had a two day reservation. This time we were finally in an open jeep which added to the excitement. There were not many animals but we were mainly after rhinos. First we scared three at a watering hole. Much later two or three crossed the road dramatically right in front. Surprisingly they stopped about 80 m away and looked at us for ten minutes which gave good chances for photographs. The night was spent in a stylish hunting lodge doing self-catering. In the morning, I took a walk and came within only one metre of two large hand-reared ostriches. Using the macro lens for one head produced a stunning picture and I was lucky not to be bitten (the warning was ignored).

Following a short drive to the Waterberg Plateau Park, I climbed to the top of the escarpment and then went on a foot safari. First I came close to a male baboon who had been fighting another and was angry. It came running towards me on the trail which made my hair stand up, but then changed its course. Further on I saw a pair of tiny animals later identified as Damara dik-dik. They looked incredibly sweet and allowed me to approach slowly to within eight metres. Although it was sunset time, I got beautiful shots -- one in particular was pure magic and the photo highlight of the trip. Before leaving next day we went back to the plateau where both a roan and sable antelope was spotted, and several rock hyrax were sunning themselves by the roadside.

In the afternoon of 24 July we returned to Windhoek and flew to Maun (Botswana) in a propeller plane. We passed through Croc Camp for lunch and flew into the Okavango Delta to stay in tented accommodation. There was time for a brief trip in a makoro (dugout) followed by a walk. This resulted in good viewing of some tsesseby antelopes which are especially adapted to swampy conditions. Several animal noises were heard during the night; hippo and hyena were unmistakable. We set off in three makoros after the hippos had moved downstream to their favourite pool, much like people going to work. Characteristically there was one late arrival. Among notable birds were hamerkop, malachite kingfisher and bee-eater. At the hippo pool five or six heads could be seen and three crocodiles were tolerated. Among large land animals we saw a few elephants and water buffalos. It was amazing to sit in camp and hear the haunting call of the fish eagle. All too soon the two day trip was over.

During the bumpy flight back the pilot asked whether I would like to fly. I accepted the challenge but without any instructions it was difficult to handle the stick smoothly and my four passengers were a bit uneasy. Following a lunch barbecue, we were taken to the Gometi Camp for two nights. While driving to camp, a honey badger was seen digging close to the road. On the night drive we came across a number of animals; especially there were many spring hares. More exotic were jackal, hyena, porcupine and a civet cat. During the night an elephant was tasting my washing water next to the tent. After a so-called light breakfast we made a three hour safari and saw wild dogs which are under threat. The den was known and we could approach quite closely to watch the pups playing outside. At lunch back in camp, a large group of baboons entertained us and a few other animals joined the local elephant to drink.

In the afternoon we failed to see a leopard and had to be content with a banded mongoose and two honey badgers, one of my favourite animals. The manager told us about lions mating between the tents, an ongoing process which could last a week. On the way back to Maun we encountered the pack of wild dogs again but this time five kilometres from the den. They rewarded us by posing nicely. The next stage in our busy schedule was a hurried stopover visit to Victoria Falls on the way back. In the short time interval of 1 hour 40 minutes we reached the tip of the peninsula with spectacular views of the Falls and squeezed in a champagne lunch as well as two airport taxi rides.

The arrival in Windhoek marked the official end of the group tour but I had one more treat in store. That evening I was picked up by a car and driven 48 km to the Düsternbrook Game Park known for its leopards. Next morning, I watched a leopard being fed in an enclosure, ten metres away. A piece of meat was thrown into a tree and we observed the elegant leopard as it approached and climbed up to enjoy its reward. A general game drive produced sightings of 17 different animals, including hartebeest, steenbok, springbok, jackal, eland and oryx. Sadly there was a dead bat eared fox on the trail. On my final safari day (30 July) I went for a long walk to say goodbye. A few kudus coming for a drink were seen near a dam, also a troop of baboons and a warthog family. I pondered my experience of having seen so much beautiful nature and rich wildlife in 20 days. After leaving the dam I climbed up a hill and could admire a klippspringer, my first viewed clearly, standing at the summit cairn which left me with a lasting image.
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In 1998 I was invited to join Bob Villarreal on an expedition to the giant Atacama peak of Llullaillaco (6739 m), the seventh highest in the Western Hemisphere. Bob was an Atacama veteran and we had been in touch since the early 1990s, especially concerning the subject of Pissis which he had also explored. After my success on Ojos del Salado and Pissis I had started to look for other challenges in the Atacama desert and, as well as being high, Llullaillaco is famous for its Inca temple at the very summit.  Bob suggested we would share the transport and act as two independent expeditions on the same route. Because he organized the drive, I would have to adopt his strategy of acclimatizing on the mountain itself.

The expedition began when I flew into Copiapó and was met by Bob and his driver, Patricio, who had brought me back from Pissis four years earlier. Because we would be in a totally dry area (except for a little snow), special attention was paid to the water supply and I bought five containers of five litres each. In the morning of 6 November, we travelled north on the Pan American Highway, at first along the coast. After turning inland we gained height and eventually reached a salar (salt pan) at 3500 m with a few flamingos. A stop for the night was made at the lake near Aguas Calientes (hot water) where there was an abandoned mine. With an altitude of 3600 m this was an ideal starting place. (For acclimatization purposes the altitude for sleeping is of crucial importance.) Here we had a choice of hotel rooms decorated with pin-up pictures. The lake was home to several hundred flamingos and an active volcano could be seen in the distance. The view was spectacular and we were treated to a nice alpenglow.

I woke with a sore throat which can cause problems at altitude but paid no attention. Continuing towards the mountain we had to watch out for an old minefield placed by the Chilean army during a period of border conflicts. There was no track any more as we approached the mountain. The task was now to find a suitable campsite. Ideally it should be on flat ground and not too high because of our lack of acclimatization. Although we both had a GPS, Bob put his trust in an altimeter calibrated at sea level which measured 15,300 feet (later 16,070 ft or over 5000 m by GPS). Putting up my tent, I was surprised by a gust of wind which made it tumble over empty a few times.

The first night at higher altitude was characterized by nightmares; a sure sign of too rapid ascent. However, the next day was spent relaxing and after a second night it was time for some action. To gain extra exposure to altitude, I hiked in the direction of our prospective Camp 1 without a carry. The first two hours were easy, then there was a ridge with the usual mixture of rocks and scree, when progress was slow. A flat area for camping was found after 3 1/2 hours, adjacent to a tiny snow field which would suffice but later Bob found another of larger size. The return only took 45 minutes and this excursion provided a useful warming-up exercise. After a stormy night we set off on a carry in reasonable conditions. The time was reduced to three hours; a sign of gaining strength. Next day (11 November) I started going up at noon with a heavy load. As usual when moving camp, progress was slow and I needed frequent stops which made the trip an hour longer. Our new camp (17,760 ft) was situated at the bottom of a large scree slope with a clear view towards BC.

Now the plan was to make a small carry to the crater rim which could be seen from below. It would be a hard slog up the formidable scree slope. After four hours Bob shouted that it was too much and he had to turn back with the load. Because we operated independently I continued and reached a good campsite in six hours. The panoramic view from the crater ridge was sensational both towards the top as well as the area below. A storm-proof place was found for the summit sack which contained vital items for the next camp. On the descent I could see something had happened to Bob's tent. Down below, a sharp wind gust had moved the tent a small distance without causing any damage. On my return the stove had intermittent problems but in the end Bob fixed it. However, he generously lent me his own and had a spare at BC. Stoves are the lifeblood of expeditions and I would now have greater confidence even though my own was working again.

After a quiet night I got ready and set off up the slope. The load itself was not excessive but lacking acclimatization made it hard. Fortunately the weather was fine all day and for a while it was possible to make steps on rocks. After gaining 500 m there was only loose scree left, which meant I had to fight for it. Much relieved I reached the col after 7 1/2 hours of excruciating pain. Great care was taken to secure the tent, using heavy rocks as anchors. There was time to cook after melting snow and I was treated to a wonderful alpenglow before turning in. It was a cold night (-5 F minimum) but my three-layered sleeping bag arrangement proved its worth. A rest day was called for after the hardship of establishing camp at 19,900 feet (6065 m). Doing nothing feels like a luxury in such circumstances but one soon becomes lethargic and thinking clearly can be a problem. Still, I managed to come up with a catchy title for a planned scientific publication.

Summit Day 16 November started at 9, very cold (minimum -10 F outside) but perfectly clear. Without a route map or any information about the Chilean side, a choice had to be made between two general directions. The right-hand side seemed straightforward but appeared to be too long and would also involve going over a false summit. Accordingly I decided on the left and more direct route which was easy at first. I reached a snow field coming down from the summit which was almost in view. After putting on crampons I crossed a short section and headed up a ridge. It seemed that crampons would not be needed further up so they were left behind to save weight. As became apparent later, this was not a great idea. The ridge of quite large blocks seemed to be extending directly down from the summit and would therefore be a natural choice. However, I failed to notice another ridge further to the left, separated by a valley, which might have offered better opportunities higher up. While ascending I came across a pair of goggles; the only evidence of earlier activity. I had read on a website about a climber missing somewhere on this big mountain and was aware I could stumble upon the unfortunate victim any time. A bit later, the ridge abutted and presented some serious obstacles further up. Progress had been slow but the summit seemed close and I had begun to think it was in the bag.

By now there was a strong cold wind and I was also suffering a debilitating dry cough, acquired on the plane eating nuts. However, on a better day the last part (about 700 ft) could probably have been made by a scramble. Very reluctantly I was forced to give up even though it was only 3 o'clock. GPS readings were made as 24 deg 42' 56'' S, 68 deg 32' 27'' W and 21,400 feet, with the calibrated altimeter showing 6500 m (21,325 ft). It was the first time I had turned back on a solo climb so the decision was not taken lightly. The problem was now to find a safe way back. In view of the strong wind and large blocks on the ridge, I opted to retreat on snow down the valley between the false summit ridge and the present one. At first the snow could be used for quicker descent. However, later there was blue ice and care was required without crampons. Skirting along the boundary between rock and ice was precarious because of the bergschrund but still seemed preferable to negotiating the ridge. In such situations the mountaineer must accept the increased risk of an action which may offer advantages without knowing the outcome. Finally I ended up back at the crampons (when they were no longer needed) and the rest was a stroll, albeit in a weakened state.

Before going down next morning I left two luxurious freeze-dried dinners in safe storage for future expeditions. After a good rest at Camp 1, BC was reached five hours later. Although extra water was not needed, the little snow field had ended its existence. In fact, my water bottle was not accessible with the small sack strapped on top of the big one. We were now ahead of schedule and spent a pleasant day recuperating. On the 19th we packed up and moved to a better location for being spotted. Waiting for the pick-up in wild places can be nerve-racking, especially if there is a delay. In the event the car finally turned up around 6 after being forced to drive behind a police car doing 100 km/hr.

On departure, Patricio headed straight down a hill instead of retracing his route. However, he was soon in trouble and soft sand on a slope prevented the car from being turned around. There was a drop of 50 m to the smoother valley below but large rocks and the steep ground made it look impossible. We had no choice but to begin building bridges between protruding rocks and filling in holes. After deflating the tyres Patricio started to move down hill while Bob and I watched in horror, fully expecting the car to topple over. Using his experience as an off-road rally driver, he miraculously got the car down two hours later. (Although calm, Patricio told us afterwards he had been scared.) Greatly relieved, we headed back to the mine for the night but the outcome of this traumatic experience could so easily have been different.  It seemed the Inca gods had granted us safe passage.

Postscript.

In the spring of 1999, a large expedition sponsored by National Geographic discovered well preserved mummies and wonderful treasures at the summit temple which are now displayed at a museum in Salta (see National Geographic Magazine, November 1999 and Chapter 33).
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Thoughts about how to celebrate the new Millennium occupied many people in the late 1990s. As a counter to the popular trend of being in a crowded place on memorable occasions, the opposite attracted me more and I was aiming to be as far away from civilization as possible. Thinking about remote locations, Tasmania seemed to fit the bill perfectly; in particular the south-western corner contains a great wilderness. Consequently, I signed up with professionals for a week's rafting on the class 5 Franklin River. Already I had been introduced to this exciting activity by rafting the Zambezi, also class 5. If I survived this, I would risk my life by a solo traverse of the Western Arthurs ridge system which passes through an inaccessible region with many beautiful lakes. On further reading, I found that the low altitudes (up to 1300 m) were deceptive and rather serious mountaineering would be involved.

A group of ten paddlers, including two professional guides set out from Hobart on 28 December. We disembarked at the Collingwood river which meets the Franklin further along. There was not much water which would mean getting stuck frequently. We got off to a slow start next morning with much repacking and fitting everything on to the two rafts. Several problems were encountered. First there was a log jam which had to be circumvented, followed by lifting the rafts over large rocks. At the end there was the Nasty Notch where the rafts were hoisted on to a large rock and plunged down (empty) the other side. It soon became very hot and we passed through several beautiful gorges. A stop for the night was made at a beach. This was slightly risky because the river can rise four metres after rain.

The novelty next day was a puncture which was repaired in 40 minutes. The rafts have to take much punishment and for safety always travel in pairs. Luckily I slept under a tarpaulin which provided protection from a few hours rain. Among birds spotted was a fish eagle perched on a tree and three white-tailed cockatoos. The last day of the Millennium had arrived! We only paddled a short distance but had to pass the notorious Churn. Here we scrambled along a steep rock side and watched the guides getting the rafts through by difficult moves. Afterwards we faced the Cork Screw which required pushing over rocks. A leisurely paddle then brought us to the campsite which had been earmarked for the occasion. I enjoyed a good swim for the first time and spent an hour looking at the dramatic part of the river we would face tomorrow. The second raft joined our camp, bringing liquid refreshments. There was also one guide's birthday to be celebrated. The table was full of goodies as well as port and vodka. At 8 precisely we were given a shot of tequila with salt and lime; this was the first time past midnight in the far East. Dinner followed, with balloons and presents but the champagne was put aside for the next day. As a poetic ending to the Millennium, I watched the dying moments of a candle.

The New Year got off to a slow start. There were several dramatic moments when the rafts were pushed over large rocks and some places required carries. This effort made me so hot I threw myself into the river. The remaining drinks were consumed at the end of the day. The next treat was pancakes with real strawberries for breakfast. This was followed by plenty of action. At one steep drop, the raft hit water hard and I was thrown overboard but managed to hold on to the paddle. Then we came to the Pigs Trough which was very narrow. Here the rafts were carried on the side like a suitcase. At the last big rapid, we were stuck sideways and the raft was filled completely with water. Finally, there was a large drop where we could easily have capsized. A roomy cave was selected for the night but I preferred to sleep under the stars in my bivouac sack. There were now only a few rapids left on the lower river. For diversion, we visited a cave where the aboriginals used to live in the summers, about 40,000 years ago.

The last day was an easy paddle. We stopped at the Big Falls for lunch. The rafts were tied together like a train before being dropped over the fall. In another hour we reached the Sir John Franklin Falls where we camped in a wood. Here we enjoyed the last goodies. Amazingly, apples had been carried all the way. The boat for bringing us out arrived during the night. Together with quite a few other paddlers we enjoyed a cruise down the big river and were back in Hobart for a celebratory dinner that night.

The next stage would last about ten days without access to resources. On the other hand, there was also the need to stay light. After two days of recuperating and planning I took the bus for Scotts Peak Dam (8 January). Of the 11 passengers, two were for Federation Peak (the highest) and eight for Pt Davey. A few of the latter had signed up for the first part of my route. It was a beautiful day and I got hot carrying. The sack weighed 25 kg which was a fair weight in such conditions. I put up the tent at Junction Creek after 2 1/2 hours walking time while a few others carried on a bit further because the water was judged too cold for a swim. My camp was visited by two small birds, later identified as the spotted quail. They were inquisitive so everything had to be hidden.

Next day I passed a campsite at the bottom of a moraine with the last chance to cool my head in water. I only carried one litre which was regretted later but weight was also a consideration. The effort of gaining the ridge made me sweat profusely and when resting the temptation was to fall asleep -- well known when exhausted at altitude. The view from Hesperus (1097 m) was stunning. Looking down to three lakes with the names of Pluto, Neptune and Triton gave rise to pleasure for an astronomer. However, one could die of thirst here because the thick bush presented a formidable barrier. (The highest peak on Tasmania was not reached and climbed until 1949.)

Further along I ran out of water but could see Lake Cygnus some way below. Here I found a natural campsite with only two others. Needless to say, a swim was most welcome. After sunset I appreciated the perfection of the totally still lake, with reflections from the pink sky. I decided to stay in order to lighten the load and let others move ahead on a Saturday. Instead I set out for a long hike but was side-tracked into climbing Mt Hayes (1119 m) and enjoyed the perfect day. On departure, it looked like another blue-sky day and I made sure of filling my bottles; water would be scarce from now on. I met two guys who were returning from a hike without packs and that was all the traffic. The way down to Lake Oberon had a tricky section that would act as a deterrent for most hikers. However, six were in residence, including one who had done the traverse before and gave me some information. I continued for a bit along the path to evaluate the difficulties ahead and found one place which would need using the rope to lower the pack.

Next day (12 January) I had the lake to myself until the arrival of another solo climber who had also done the complete traverse. He accepted an empty spare bottle because on the next stage there was absolutely no water until High Moor, some six or eight hours on the trail, and one litre would not be enough. In return, he might take pity and give me a cup of boiling water for making dinner because my stove had stopped working (not for the first time).

On the 13th the first obstacle was negotiated successfully, without the second solo climber playing a role. However, some cooperation was beneficial to save time at the next hurdle. Here it would be possible to crawl through a space between two huge rocks and hand carry each item. (At this place there was an alternative longer detour.) In the event the packs were hauled up on a rope. Now there was a steep way down which was especially tricky because my camping mat was catching on obstacles. In one place a few drops of water could be siphoned off from the moss under a rock; that was the only moisture found all day. Now I was on my own again and had to down-climb a face beyond Mt Capricorn. It consisted of nearly vertical steps in the soil without any secure foot- or hand-holds, only flimsy roots. The short descent took 45 minutes and was surely one of my scariest moves ever. It was a long way up to High Moor which was reached in 8 1/2 hours. I had drunk 2 1/2 litres of water and had one litre left. After locating a tiny pool in the creek which was barely replenished I was given boiled water to make dinner. At sunset I ran up to the small summit of Mt Columbia, feeling refreshed.

Next day was also hard and hot. I let the local guy stay well ahead; being last I had to rely on myself. The route was extremely complex but there was only one way forward. One place named the Tilted Chasm had a steep scree slope. At one drop-off I threw the mat down and lowered the pack by the rope. Further along, the other guy was waiting for me at Lover's Leap. He had experienced a small slip and got muddy. Here he received my pack which could have been lowered by the rope but I managed on my own. There were quite a few more steep ascents and descents and my unwieldy pack created problems. On arriving at Lake Hau nine hours later I had drunk 2 3/4 litres of water and was down to zero. Dinner was mashed potatoes made with cold water and margarine. There were some heavy showers during the night. I had erected the tent on a wooden platform and by 10 it was dry. The misty sunrise created a magical scenery. Now the trail was easier but one section required care and use of the rope. It was a great relief to get down the last gully and start on Moraine K. At the junction I took the turn for Lake Vesta where I found a good site and enjoyed a swim. A young guy arrived while I was having my primitive dinner. He boiled some water for me but I was not starving. The hiker was a rock climber and agreed that several sections were difficult.

In the morning, I had a spare day and set out to explore the area. First there was a steep trail down to Lake Juno, then half an hour up to Lake Promontory. Going without a pack was much appreciated. Some photogenic dead trees surrounded the lake and there was a great variety of bushes. The small summit of Mt Carina was climbed in T-shirt and strong wind. Back in camp, I enjoyed a soup and hot drink thanks to my new neighbour. For entertainment, a currawong bird was in residence.

The time had come to leave the area and head back. At the junction with Moraine K a book recorded 25 parties doing the Western Arthurs in either direction since 1 December. Of these, seven did the solo traverse so I could be justly proud. I strolled down the moraine in an hour and started noticing lovely bushes and green trees in the adjacent valley which had a creek. On crossing the plain I got confused at Seven Mile Creek and took the direction of Federation Creek for 40 minutes. The mistake was corrected when the ridge appeared on the wrong side because it had been hidden by a hill. After passing several tempting campsites, Junction Creek was reached by the evening which still left a good hike remaining. My shoulders were hurting from a carry of 21 km, including the extra four by mistake. Once more I enjoyed the submersion in the cool creek before hiding from the mosquitos. Most of the food was consumed, with meagre rations for the morning.

I woke early on the last day in the wilderness (18 January). It was enjoyable listening to the birds and I only got up at 7:30, knowing it would take one hour to get away. I finished off the cereal and marzipan, then left at 8:35 thinking that three full hours would suffice for the seven kilometres. After a short while I realized today's bus would leave Hobart at 7:30 while my Saturday bus had left one hour later. I started hurrying and worked out it could be done in exactly two hours, with only one brief stop for hydration. In such situations it is useful to know what can be achieved, and being left behind without any food was not an option. As it happened, I reached the camp ground at 10:35 precisely. A group of waiting students were impressed with my walking time. I gave away all the remaining food which consisted of a few sweet biscuits and was left with one useless (for me) dinner and soup. When the bus arrived ten minutes later it gave the appearance of perfect planning. The trip had recharged my batteries and I was ready to face another millennium.
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On 15 February I stepped off the plane from Buenos Aires, 24 hours delayed, and jumped straight into a jeep bound for the mighty Tupungato (6570 m), the 12th highest mountain in the Western World. (Ten years later I actually took a bus to Tupungato on the Argentinian side.) Fortunately my companion of similar age, Don, had stocked up on the necessary items of food and fuel. It only remained to take a side trip to collect the permits and a few hours later we reached the road-head where the mule and arriero (rider) were waiting. The narrow path on sandy slopes took some getting used to even without a carry. We reached our first campsite after four hours and slept under clear skies. Next day we faced a new hazard at a river crossing where I was glad to borrow Don's ski poles. The camp was made near a flat expanse of green which was too wet for the tent but much enjoyed by the horse and mule. At 3200 m we were now half way to the top.

We set off early for base camp because the arriero needed to return. At first altitude was gained slowly along a wide river bed which required jumping across a number of tributaries. It became hillier and our pace slowed down. There was no trace of our packs at the most likely campsite and the only choice was to ascend a scree slope. We reached level ground next to a field of nieve penitentes (icy spikes) and found our packs near a memorial cross at 4200 m. By digging a hole below the penitentes it was possible to scoop up half a cup of water at a time. Next morning, we made a carry to Camp 1 via a steep and narrow ridge which provided considerable wind chill exposure and a delicate traverse on unstable scree. After a 2 hour 30 minutes carry to 4700 m we explored the next stage which contained a snow field with small penitents. When moving up next day the wind was bitterly cold and even my last layer was still not enough. It took an effort to secure the tent with plenty of rocks. By a stroke of luck there was running water in the afternoon. Following an overnight snowfall, we stayed inside for a while before setting off. After gaining 350 m we put the packs down and explored a bit further by crossing a field of penitents. A suitable campsite was located at 5100 m and the packs were brought up. The final camp was made at 5800 m (33 deg 20' 25'' S, 69 deg 46' 26'' W) on Day 7 but we realized it was not quite on the main route. We made the best of the situation by digging out a platform. Next day was the statutory rest day. After a leisurely start, with sunshine hitting the tent, we headed up the most straightforward way. Eventually we encountered a steep snow field which proved trying when my crampon came off. This effort brought us to 6000 m before turning back but at least the greatest difficulty appeared to have been overcome. Resting back in camp, we were rewarded with splendid views towards Aconcagua as well as our next objective, Mercedario (maybe 6720 m).

On Summit Day we set off at 6 in moonshine but cold conditions. After negotiating the first snow field we were faced with a steep rock section which was avoided by contouring, whereupon it was possible to advance with care. Then followed an easier snow field which gave rise to expansive views. The slow progress reflected our lack of acclimatization and it became clear from the GPS that we would not reach the top which appeared to hide behind gentle slopes. As a compromise, we took an easy path up to some distinctive red rocks for a fake summit picture. We were now at 6210 m and sadly had to abandon going for the real summit in ideal conditions. On the way down I had a really scary experience with loose crampons in the steep soft snow due to a nut coming undone. The tent welcomed us back almost 12 hours after starting.

Next day we needed to descend in order to meet our mule transport the following morning. At the 4200 m camp a team of four guides had established themselves on a neighbouring site and were curious to hear our news before moving up. In the morning the arrival of the arriero was eagerly awaited. Well past the agreed hour we collected emergency food plus sleeping bags and prepared to set off just at the moment our man appeared on his horse. Now we had a seven hour hike which was only interrupted by a brief stop at the Tupungato thermal pool near the end. However, the temptation to have a swim in the lukewarm and slimy water was resisted in spite of the need. A bit further on we slept under the stars and were rewarded by magnificent views of the Milky Way and the Magellanic Clouds.

 The final walkout (26 February) at separate times provided ample opportunity for contemplation. Only one anxious moment remained when the correct descent to the river with its only land bridge had to be located, while the mule crossing was upstream. During the morning ascent this steep section had been coated with thin ice which commanded respect. Safely across, I lay down on the grass and listened to the music of the powerful river. About three hours later I found the jeep pick-up driver fast asleep and soon had a tasty fruit in my hand. During the drive to Santiago in our worn out state we discussed the need for a more modest next objective instead of another Andean giant.  Ten days in high mountains under adverse conditions has an amazing effect on mind and body. This is most evident when one suffers the culture shock of returning to civilization, particularly as regards tasty food. Indeed, some go to the mountains in order to appreciate more the common food on return. I can vividly recall the occasion of reaching Santiago when I headed straight for the delights of chocolate cake and coffee. In fact, my mind was in such a state of excitement that I left my wallet behind. A bit later at the hotel I realized the mistake and hurried back. To my great surprise I was greeted by the manager holding up the wallet which had been retrieved by staff. This lucky episode meant that I would not need to be sponsored by my team member on the next stage.

Two days later Don and I got off the Mendoza bus at Uspallata and were met by Anibal Maturano who runs an adventure company in San Juan. Having done one of the hard climbs on Mercedario as well as many others, he talked us into trying the standard route on the grounds that the approach was easier than Tupungato because it gains height the whole time. The nearly two hour drive to the village of Barreal was along a flat valley with impressive views of the Cordillera Blanca (white mountains). Next morning (1 March), we reluctantly left this beautiful oasis and drove through dramatic landscape by a primitive road to a mining support station (2250 m). Here our arriero, Gabriel, was waiting with the mule and after chatting with several returning mountaineers we started our ascent in perfect weather. Although the whole route would look complicated traced out on a map, there seemed to be only one way forward so we often wandered along separately.

The first part gained height rapidly but there were also tricky scree slopes next to the soaring river. Eventually we were forced to cross over by jumping which just missed the other side. Further on the river came straight out of a huge sandy hill which acted as a dam for Laguna Blanca. Beyond the lake we encountered numerous streams along shallow gravel tracks which had to be crossed in two directions because it meandered. Finally an abandoned hut came into view, from where an old road led up to the Guanaquitos camp at 3650 m. The tent was put up inside a beautifully constructed stone enclosure. During breakfast we watched a herd of grazing guanacos within camera distance, the male shouting to us. Gabriel offered to bring our packs to the next camp where he was due to meet another party. This made for an easy hike to Cuesta Blanca at 4200 m. A local guide who was bringing two clients down spoke of strong wind damaging the tent. We negotiated a pick-up in eight days time and, amazingly, were again left with a famous mountain all to ourselves.

Having ascended 2000 m, Day 3 was reluctantly agreed (by Don) for resting. After a leisurely exploration further up, it was pleasant to be exposed to 80 F plus inside the tent while contemplating the sobering thought of gaining 900 m with full load. The route ascended via switch-backs by narrow paths on dubious scree, skirting penitents. After reaching half way at the col, visibility was restricted by snow flurries. Fortunately, cairns pointed the way to Pirca de Indios (5100 m) where we cleared an adequate site. This stage took us a bit over six hours. However, finding water was more problematic. Our predicament was solved by digging a hole near the glacier edge and waiting patiently for a full cup to be scooped out. The night was windy and we woke to see the ground covered by snow.

The next stage consisted of more scree slopes, with Don making tracks in half a foot of snow. Somewhat ominously, my bones had begun to ache but I passed it off as a reaction to 12 hours spent in the bag. Following the steep section, we made an easy traverse towards the wide open spaces of La Ollada at around 5700 m where the tent was belayed carefully in an exposed position. Although Day 6 was designated a rest day, the pain in my bones did not let up. The day alternated with sunshine and white-outs, which made even small excursions problematic. At one stage the temperature reached 76 degrees and Don's pain killer provided welcome respite. The evening brought on thunder and heavy snowfall which necessitated pushing the weight off the tent. I experienced my worst night ever for pain and had to bite my pillow in order to prevent screaming.

The new day displayed blue skies and calm conditions. The amount of snow scuppered our plans for moving up to El Diente at 6200 m, and any thoughts of finding the way along the tricky summit ridge to 6720 m had to be abandoned. Instead the immediate problem was how to make a safe descent, especially because I was unable to walk more than a few steps. Once more, pain killers enabled me to continue, but my sunglasses were missing. The choice between saving my sight using blurred storm goggles and actually seeing the path was an easy one. In the bright glare I followed the footsteps of the leader who was able to pick out the path covered by snow but luckily there was less snow on the steepest parts. Some 4 1/2 hours later we were back at the Cuesta Blanca camp (4200 m). Along the way we were treated to a condor approaching closely. These magnificent birds seem to have a natural curiosity about anything that moves; after all, their life depends on it. It is interesting to note that this was my sixth close condor encounter on different expeditions to South America. It had started snowing again and a flash of lightning was visible inside the tent.

More snow fell during the night, weighing down the tent. Because of our early return, there was no alternative but to walk out carrying emergency food and sleeping bags. Even basic cooking gear was squeezed into the summit sack. Wearing only one shirt for the whole day turned out to be quite sufficient, although there was thunder in the air. During lunch break by the old camp we were watched by guanacos and treated to another condor fly-by. Later we faced negotiating the river delta which now carried more water after the recent snowfall. The big challenge came at the final river crossing. After throwing my pack to the other side, I managed to jump most of it and a quick step saved me from slipping into the rapid flow. Don, who is considerably shorter, managed to pass his frame pack across, then I grabbed his hand and swung him onto the bank.

This river crossing was undoubtedly the crux of the whole trip because wading it was not an option. Although we were tired, the rest was an easy stroll and we reached the mining station before nightfall. A radio operator was able to contact our driver and we spent the night sleeping inside on concrete and survived on our own rations. We were quite surprised to see Anibal coming to the rescue after driving all night from San Juan. However, our packs still needed to be brought down. While waiting we spent four nights enjoying the culinary delights and lovely garden with swimming pool at the Barreal hotel before the backpacks were recovered. As an extra reward, I extended my stay another five nights in Mendoza which brought back memories of the Aconcagua celebrations from 1984. Once more I had ended another expedition in a precarious state but my aching bones were later duly repaired by medical intervention.
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The original plan to climb Mt Ararat as a group of four was cancelled at the last moment because our Armenian member who had made all the arrangements was refused permission by the Turkish authorities. However, with my ticket already paid for, I decided to join Vahe in an exploratory trip to Eastern Turkey in search of other objectives. On arrival in Yerevan before dawn 2 August I was driven to a stylish apartment one block off the Central Square (at $30 a night), where the previous occupant had been an ambassador. After a few hours rest we visited the Georgian Embassy for my transit visa application.

Next call was the car insurance agent. A generous company director (friend of a friend) was lending Vahe a sturdy VW Golf, innocent of the punishments that would ensue. Now we made the embarrassing discovery that the ownership card was missing from the in-tray. A thorough search of the office and car yielded nothing. We learnt that a temporary document could be obtained in one hour from the police but this solution came to nothing because the relevant office was not open on a Monday. Hence our plan had to be put on ice and we set off for the Buyarkan Observatory, located an hour's drive at 1500 m on the shoulder of Mt Aragats. Having suffered 35 degrees in the City below, the cold water fountain in the garden was much appreciated. After a brief meeting with the Director and introduction in Armenian by Vahe, I gave an informal talk under the benign gaze of the redoubtable Ambartsumian who founded the Observatory and had been a long-time (surviving) member of the Politbureau. (His picture appeared on a bank note and he had once greeted me with a toast in Armenian cognac.) In view of the unsolved car problem, we had to return instead of going up to the Cosmic Ray Station.

In the morning, there was good news. Somebody had found the missing document attached to his papers and handed it in to the police. However, the police insisted on giving it to the Director in order for him to collect a reward, which resulted in further delays. In the meantime we visited the enormous market and filled several large bags with tomatoes, apricots, peaches and apples for the trip. (Armenia does not use fertilizers and fruits are delicious.) It was a relief to head for the hills again. After the last village we passed several shepherd camps before reaching the Cosmic Ray Station at 3250 m. A quick walk revealed a carpet of beautiful harebell flowers close to snow, with the Aragats range behind. We talked with the Director who had been here for 30 years and enjoyed the mountains in all conditions.

After breakfast we set off at a brisk pace, crossing several large fields of harebells separated by snow and rocks. Reaching the col at 3880 m, I finally felt cold in the T-shirt. The summit tower reared up steeply almost 200 m above and looked scary at first sight. However, the slope allowed an ascent by switch-backs, with plenty of firm grip and the summit was reached in 2 hours 40 minutes from the Station. From Aragats West (4075 m) we looked across to the more technical Aragats North, at 4090 m the highest peak in Armenia, as well as the huge snow filled crater. With one day lost but one summit gained, we had made a good start. The return was punctuated by photography of meadows so rich that the flowers were unavoidably crushed underfoot.

Setting out early next morning on the long road to Turkey, we were faced with an unusual problem. The car alarm which had been triggered could not be silenced so we had no choice but to descend in search of a policeman because Vahe assumed he would have experience in catching car thieves. Further down, other cars treated us like an ambulance and pulled to one side. The main road seemed deserted until finally we were flagged down by a policeman. Except this one only wanted a lift and had no idea how to deal with our predicament. However, he directed us to a place where the security guard was able to disconnect the offending cable, causing the lights to shine instead. Further along an obliging electrician fixed the lights and so we entered Georgia, ready for new adventures. Paying the obligatory road tax of $40 for transit (validity 45 days), we now found that people were using dirt roads because the original one was in a dreadful state, with huge pot holes. Soon this novel solution was not available and we had to follow a slalom course to avoid the worst bumps. The situation eased a bit after the first 20 km but got so bad inside the next city, Akhalkalaki, that we felt sorry for the inhabitants. The last section before the border was in such a state of disrepair that I also felt sorry for the car.

Although we were the only ones passing through, border formalities on both sides took a long time because a number of offices were involved. It was a great relief to discover a nearly perfect road on the Turkish side which enabled rapid progress. After climbing to 2500 m, the weather changed in a dramatic way. We were exposed to heavy rain and incredible lightning discharges which later illuminated the whole landscape as with flash photography. At a critical junction we followed the sign for Kars which said 120 km but did not realize that going straight on would have been 70 less. In the event, we reached the significant city of Kars around 10 and found a good hotel.

Next day, after a brief visit to the impressive castle we set off for Ani, about 40 km away. This huge ancient site has seen much history over the last 5000 years and many conquests. It faces a gorge where the river defines the border. Here we spent two hours visiting a number of well preserved seventh century churches, with only one having succumbed to earthquake. One building with spectacular views into the gorge had been a guest house on the fabled Silk Road. Now the Armenians could only look across from their side at the former glory of the capital of the Armenian Kingdom during the IX-X centuries which was overtaken by events. 

Further on we tried to find the old ruined church of Tekor which was said to be inside a village close to the main road. At first it was difficult to get directions. A boy claimed to know the way and with a friend for safe company, he directed us along the main road for a while until it became clear we were literally taken for a ride. After Vahe insisted it must be in the village, the same boy guided us on a five minute hike to a few crumbling walls which acted as enclosure for the threshing. For this service the boy demanded 20 million Lira. I pointed out that two tickets for Ani had been half of this and offered one million, but this was refused. Vahe was concerned about repercussions from angry locals but almost $1 for this small service by a boy seemed generous enough and I stood my ground, whereupon we extricated ourselves from the fracas with principles intact.

Now we were about to embark on an adventure which would involve a much more forceful adversary. On reaching Igdir, 150 km beyond Kars, we headed for a hotel and asked to see the manager. It was Vahe's idea to stop on the way to the more touristic town of Dogubayazit, invariably used for standard ascents of Ararat, and explore other possibilities. I presented our proposition in rusty German which served the purpose. The manager sensed an opportunity of capturing two tourists for the night in his nearly empty hotel and took us to see his friend, the Burgermeister (Mayor), who surely would grant the necessary permit. Unfortunately, the Mayor was out -- probably drinking tea with his cronies -- so we found the Director of tourism who unsurprisingly spoke no English or German. It transpired that he could not deliver the goods. On the other hand, he would not forbid an attempt either. We seized our chance and offered twice the amount asked ( $20 each way) to be driven up to an unspecified location and be collected a few days later. On second thoughts, it occurred to us that the road might be bad. So for an extra fee the manager agreed to use his own sturdy truck and bring along a friend for company and a picnic.

The use of a local car proved decisive next morning when we faced a tank controlling the vital road junction. The unsuspecting soldier allowed us to pass without checking and we started to ascend the mountain slopes. Around 2100 m Vahe noticed a depression close to the road and we got out to investigate. There seemed little doubt that with a clearly cut rim this was an impact crater which would therefore be of considerable interest. The diameter of the fairly circular crater was about 60 m, with a depth of up to 15 m. A picture was taken and later published in an astronomical journal. Keeping an eye on the altimeter, I was surprised to see the road levelling off soon after. Within an hour of starting we had reached the end of the road and faced an obstacle in the shape of an army compound. An English-speaking soldier was sent for and we entered into discussions without stating our real objective. It soon became clear that any serious climbing attempt was off the menu. We were offered the guard room for sleeping on the floor but declined and beat a retreat until the camp disappeared from view. Luckily, the newly hatched plan of heading up the hills without being spotted had several drawbacks, not least the fact that our driver was concerned about getting into trouble with the soldiers. He also muttered something about dangerous bears which we conveniently ignored. At this crucial moment for making a decision, we thought it best to return for further negotiations and come clean with our intentions. Either they would allow us to climb or we would leave.

So back we went and were now met by the Commander who made himself understood. Still not revealing the real purpose of our mission, we presented ourselves as scientists with an interest in looking for clues to recent reports about Noah's Ark. Unknown to us, the driver or his companion had hinted we might be seeking treasures and this probably created doubts in the Commander's mind. However, he now invited us to share a room inside the camp and our minders departed. We were allowed to visit a nearby hill with an old fort but told to be visible. During this excursion, we also happened to come across the ruins of a fifth or sixth century Armenian basilica which appeared to be unknown by archaeologists.

On return, the Commander appeared more friendly, presumably having checked on our credentials or luggage. After further discussions in the office, he suggested that we could stay the night and climb the next morning subject to daytime return. Surprisingly, he asked us to bring back pictures of the summit. Then, and also the next day, he motivated his hospitality and decision without precedent to allow us to enter a closed zone by his respect for us as scientists. Moreover, later on he stated that he had convinced his boss and asked us to write supporting letters to Ankara (but only mention one night's hospitality). We then joined the soldiers for dinner and tea. A local Kurd named Ahmet was assigned as our guardian. Although a former PK guerrilla activist, he was in charge of the water supply from Ararat and therefore needed by the army. The condition was that we should be back before darkness but this could always be interpreted liberally because Ahmet carried a mobile phone.

We set off around 5 a.m. with only a tomato for breakfast; a bad idea. Ahmet carried a rifle and belt of ammunition as well as my day pack. The Commander did not comment on the curious walking sticks used by the foreigners -- Vahe had brought two ice axes from the mountaineering club after telling me to leave mine at home. We went up steep grass slopes and my need for water breaks as well as a general feeling of weakness affected progress. At 3100 m it became clear that I could not maintain the brisk pace and, with time being at a premium, the other two should be given a chance. We had just met a shepherd who brought me down to his camp at 3000 m and the others took off.

The need for an escort became clear on approaching the camp which was guarded by three ferocious dogs acting as bear defence. Even the shepherd had to throw stones and shout in order to calm them down. Consequently, I spent my time safely inside the camp which gave ample time for observing a unique lifestyle. Without a single word of Kurdish, essential communication was still possible and my two guardians were happy with the idea of receiving pictures of themselves and their huge flock of sheep. Ahmet and Vahe returned around 3, having reached 4800 m on the snow cap when time ran out. On the way down, Ahmet checked the vital water pipeline which started from the plateau and supplied the local community as well as the army camp. We made it back in time for a cold shower and were invited for special barbecue dinner outside with the Commander and three officers. Remarkably, this was the first time that tourists (including locals) had dined with the officers. At this stage we were on first name terms and Vahe increased the goodwill by beating the champion at table tennis. Given the time constraints and the military presence (with continuous surveying from watch towers), the gamble to climb Ararat had almost succeeded so we could be pleased.

In the morning we were ready to leave on the daily dolmus. On saying goodbye to the Commander, Vahe pushed our luck to the limit by asking whether we might have another climb but spend the next night in the shepherd's camp. Amazingly, this wish was granted. Ahmet was told to cancel his city trip and be available for departure at 3 p.m. We enjoyed a leisurely morning tour to the nearby destroyed church and hilltop fortress. After a good lunch and rest I felt in great shape and we reached the 3000 m camp in under three hours. Unfortunately, the shepherds did not show up until late and we were unable to brew tea. Trying to sleep under the stars proved difficult because of the noisy dogs which sleep during the day. We could see the lights of Yerevan, only 40 km away, without Vahe able to call home on the mobile phone.

Our departure was delayed -- there was talk of a bear -- but we set off at 4:30 on completely empty stomachs (another mistake). Further up, Ahmet pointed to bear tracks but it was not clear when they were made (he had shot three). Around 3500 m I realized we would run out of time again at the present pace with many short breaks -- we had been told to be back by three o'clock and the taxi had been booked for 4. Hence to have a chance of the summit, the strongest pair should proceed in one push. This was a tall order but Ahmet (now 43 years) had done the whole climb from 2000 m in a superhuman 4 1/2 hours and Vahe (48) had trained with the best former Soviet climbers and was in great shape after the previous attempt two days ago as well as the Aragats climb. (I had a serious back operation one year earlier.) We moved up to 3850 m which was judged safe from bears, whereupon my companions departed a bit before 7. I could see them disappearing behind the ridge around 4200 m at 8 and had plenty of time to admire the beautiful flowers.

Much to my surprise they emerged into view again three hours later and reached my site by 11:40. I feared the Commander had ordered a retreat on the mobile phone and was overjoyed to hear of the summit success in such a short time. Ahmet was given instructions in how to handle the ice axe properly and one crampon was fitted on his well worn training shoe. Vahe used the other crampon and crossed the bergschrund and several snow bridges carefully with Ahmet. They practically never stopped during the ascent, except for putting on crampons. The upper snow slope was long but quite gentle, culminating in a featureless area without any markers. An altitude of 5130 m was measured on top, close to the correct value of 5165 m. The hardest part was therefore the next 400 m above my resting place and getting onto the glacier.

After a short break, we departed at noon. On the way down we spotted Abdullah's sheep on the far side of the large plateau. We stopped at his temporary camp but unfortunately had to decline the offer of tea. The army camp was reached precisely at 3, with enough time to shower and pack before heading down to Igdir. We had been extremely lucky in the choice of Ahmet as our companion and his friendly attitude enhanced the experience. In retrospect, one hour more would have sufficed to get me up but the rapid ascent was also unexpected. Moreover, having had less acclimatization than the other two and going on an empty stomach undoubtedly contributed to my weakness. (In younger days, I had climbed Cotopaxi on a small piece of chocolate and an empty stomach.)

Next day, our last in Turkey, also proved eventful. We drove 40 km towards Dogubayazit to look for an ancient stone monument. This provided us with an opportunity of seeing the tourist route which looked easy and boring compared to the Armenian side. The local road sign showed nine kilometres so we carried on past several villages on deteriorating roads. Conflicting advice from shepherds led us on a wild goose chase until we found a better road which after an extra hour brought us back to the first village, only three kilometres from the main road. The standing stone with a round hole pointing to the summit of Ararat and carved crosses from later epochs was duly photographed and we set course for Georgia at great speed while watching the big mountain change perspective.

Further along we passed numerous stalls with water melons. At this stage we had become dollar tourists without a single Lira remaining. Our offer of two packets of soup as barter was accepted and we devoured one half each on the spot. Now Vahe wanted to make another small detour to see the unique seventh century church of Mren which was described in a whole book. We located the correct village on the second attempt. A bit further along, the road only became fit for tractors but the church was clearly visible in the distance. Because of its importance, Vahe decided to go on foot, leaving me as guard. I was soon surrounded by boys begging for apples and the scene threatened to turn ugly when my generosity dried up. Two hours later, Vahe returned exhausted after jogging all the way in the heat. Sadly he found that the paintings had been defaced and stones removed, leaving the church in a precarious state for the next earthquake. Hence the unfortunate location of being slightly on the wrong side of the border would inevitably spell doom for this priceless heritage.

Hurrying along the main road to make up time can also be dangerous. At one place, naughty boys had placed a row of bricks across the road which we miraculously avoided. Kars was reached for a late lunch. On stepping out, Vahe's passport was missing. Such a loss would land us in big trouble at the border and it was a great relief to find it on the floor of the car. Now we took the direct road and reached the Turkish border at 7. My transit visa was due to expire at midnight and the Georgians tried to argue but shied away from asking for money. However, Vahe silenced them, saying this was our problem at the exit. Still, they got their pound of flesh with another $40 road tax, again valid for 45 days. After 25 km of bad roads in rain we reached the first town, Akhaltsikhe and eventually located an acceptable hotel.

At the exit from Georgia the next day the border guards were most obliging and let me go without any hassle after Vahe named his local contact and stressed the importance of his travelling companion. It was a pleasure to repay the compliment by allowing three soldiers to shake my hand, not to mention having my passport age queried. One more $30 entry visa which the Armenians imposed reluctantly according to regulations and we were on familiar territory with better roads, limping back to Yerevan by 5 with fuel problems but the car undamaged after 1200 km.

The next two days were cultural as well as relaxing. Having been portrayed as a famous Cambridge professor along the way, I was not in a position to turn down a TV interview for a future documentary on visiting scientists. I reported on our trip and gave credit to the Turkish military for assistance without naming names or the summit. Hopefully, such efforts may one day lead to the border opening for free interchange. The afternoon was spent at the impressive national treasure, Matenadaran (Institute of Ancient Manuscripts) which houses 17,000 old manuscripts, including unique translations of lost Greek texts. A large statue of the remarkable Mesrob Mashots looks out on the wide avenue named after him. He might be considered the world's first post-doc because the King sent him on a two year trip abroad in order to construct a new alphabet. This he achieved in 404 AD and the original 36 letters remain intact (two have been added). We were also shown several old illustrations of Noah's Ark and even one of Mt Ararat itself.

My last full day was spent visiting the holy city of Echmiadzin, 30 km outside Yerevan. This area contains three ancient churches dating back to 301 AD, each built over the tomb of a female martyr. The Cathedral itself is considered the spiritual centre for all Armenians spread over the globe and has been preserved since the seventh century. A service was in progress, with much chanting. I noticed a basket containing grapes and a bottle of wine being carried out. Vahe used his influence to get us invited for a tour of the Patriarch's Palace. This religious tradition dates back even longer than the Pope who maintains a friendly connection. A priest showed us round many fine rooms and works of art, including rare Russian icons. The highlight was undoubtedly the alphabet in thick gold, with each letter containing elaborate jewellery mounted on a large onyx slab which was kept in a safe.

At this stage Vahe mentioned that we were coming from Ararat, and also the connection with the original ascent which took place on the Armenian side and had started here. The priest seemed a bit confused and reminded us that the ongoing festival with blessing of grapes and wine that we had already witnessed (and would culminate next day) was in fact named after Noah himself. According to the legend, Noah came down from Ararat and planted the first seeds of grape in the fertile valley. This amazing coincidence seemed a fitting end to our remarkable journey which now had come full circle.

Postscript.

 The original climb of Mt Ararat was done in 1829 by Parrot (Dorpat, present Tartu) and Abovian (Armenia). The expedition started from the holy city and the campaign lasted a month, supported by two soldiers and two peasants with pack horses. After two failed attempts they succeeded on the route now repeated by Vahe and Ahmet. Notably it was the first recorded ascent of a 5000 m peak. This side of Ararat had been closed to foreigners since 1920 so other recorded climbs of the historical route may be scarce. Following further research, my companion now claims that our ascent of the original route was in fact the second. On the traditional route for guided tourists, the first night's sleep is at 3250 m, followed by a hike to 4200 m and return to BC. The third night is spent at 4200 m, with an early start for the summit (5--6 hours) and return to Camp 1. Hence by our experience, this schedule would be quite easy. On my visit to Vahe's cosmology group in the Physics Institute, the whole original route was clearly visible from his office. Finally, it was a special pleasure to visit the Tigran Petrosian Chess Club in Yerevan (also home to Karpov). Although quite rusty after 20 years of inactivity, I managed to beat a few respectable players.
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With the dwindling number of tigers left in the wild, the opportunity to have a chance of spotting this magnificent animal mainly exists in the National Parks of India and Nepal. Instead of signing up for a group tour, I made an attempt to go it alone as I had done 15 years previously when visiting famed Ranthambore. Hence there was an urge to add to my collection of one tiger picture. The idea was to combine two different parks known to contain tigers. However, it would also be possible to see other exotic wildlife. The first stop was Kanha, in the state of Madhya Pradesh which was not easily reached. After a flight from Delhi, the bus from Nagpur brought me to a place called Seoni. One minute later I was on the Mandla bus while the office said I needed a private car for Kanha. I simply got off at the Kanha crossroads. Here I caught the last bus to Kanha which was so full that one guy was hanging on outside. The final stretch on a tricycle brought me to the Krishna Lodge which offered me a spacious room. (I had made a booking.)

The game drive started early on Christmas Day. We waited at the gate which opened at 6:30. Within five minutes we came across five or six gaur (large antelope), then a sloth bear more distant. On the way to the tiger show we also saw an Indian hare, two jackals, a wild boar and plenty of spotted deer. After waiting in the queue with 100 other jeeps, we drove to a place where elephants ferried two or three people at a time close to the tigers. Two 1 1/2 year cubs were hidden in the bushes and did not seem to mind the commotion. After so many spectators they would surely be bored. The afternoon drive provided sightings of barking deer, samba deer, wild boar and gaur. The same programme was repeated next morning. My jeep contained two professional bird experts who had a telescope. Seeing a pair of mating parakeets magnified was entertaining and a scops owl showed itself nicely. After a long wait we were rewarded with a close-up view of a tigress who had been located earlier by the trackers. Later we encountered a pack of wild dogs on the road which was a real treat. While driving around looking for animals the forest guard spotted a tigress quite near. It was easily visible in the short grass and I got several pictures. (Check out http://www.sverre.com. ) This was more like the real thing instead of watching a sleeping animal. The tigress moved towards a waiting line of jeeps and caused a stir by walking right up to a vehicle. Nothing else seen that day could measure up to this spectacle although a barasingha was notable. (They are specially protected.)

Day 3 provided views of two younger tiger cubs but not very visible. The afternoon was more exciting. We first heard a spotted deer's warning call, then a tigress roaring. Later there were more warnings from a monkey and several spotted deer. This was followed by the mating call of a male tiger which resonated through the jungle and was an appropriate conclusion to the day.

There were more sightings of cubs in the morning. To get close, the elephants cleared fresh paths which made it seem more like tracking. In the afternoon a jungle cat was seen briefly but well and there were monkey warning noises. Soon after we heard that people just a few minutes in front of us had seen a leopard crossing the road. Leopards are nocturnal so this would have qualified as a rare sighting. Our own sighting consisted of a big boar and a herd of bisons. More tiger visits followed the next day. We approached on small elephants which made the ride rough. This time the tigress with cub presented a really lovely scene. On the way back three jackals came towards us on the road and there was an excellent view of a juvenile crested hawk eagle.

One more tiger sighting was made on Day 6. However, seeing a tigress asleep is not enough to stir the senses unless it is your first. Among other notable encounters was another jungle cat, a male sambar with good antlers, one wild boar as well as 11 new birds identified. I was the only tourist in the jeep on the last day (31 December). As usual, my local guide knew the birds and I had his full attention. We came across two elephants doing the tiger search without any luck. A male bison obliged by putting on a show. First it allowed a classic picture in the bush, then stepped on to the road where it posed for a bit before moving to the other side. All this took place a short distance from the jeep. The final entertainment was enacted by a jackal on the road. We chased it and forced it off but soon it returned and the performance was repeated, leaving me with a good picture for memory.

Now I needed to make a long journey across country to reach my next destination in Assam, far to the east. This first involved retreating my path via Nagpur to Delhi. The only drawback was that I had chosen 31 December for my travel which caused certain problems, especially when my hotel booking was not honoured. Amazingly, I arrived in the Eastern town of Gauwhati by 5 p.m. because they kept Delhi time. I then made a long bus ride to Texpur where a university contact had invited me for a stay. A week later, the bus delivered me to the Kaziranga Gate in two hours. This Park holds the largest number of the one-horned Indian rhino and is also a significant tiger reserve. The Wildgrass Lodge is about five kilometres from the Gate and I was promptly picked up from the bus stop and assigned a spacious room.

The first drive began already at 2 (7 January). I was alone in an open jeep with a 22 year old guide called Jintu who had 400 local birds (out of 478) on his checklist. I managed to write down 30 identified names during the afternoon. Animals seen included buffalo, rhino (eight), elephant, wild boar, hogg deer and sambar deer. In the evening there was a buffet with ten dishes for dinner and Assam dancers from the tea plantations, the males in bare feet. Early in the morning an elephant safari was organized. At the tower for starting the ride one could see markers of different flood levels for the Bramaputra. The one from 1956 was about 20 feet above the ground and had caused massive damage to the wildlife. We approached rhinos, buffalos and wild boars but the mist was not conducive to photography. It was also an opportunity to study the elephants themselves. In particular it was touching to see babies following behind their working mothers, learning the trade.

After breakfast we did another drive and came close to a rhino crossing the road which made for an exciting photo sequence. The animal count in the Park was impressive, with 1550 rhinos, 1430 buffalos, 1048 elephants and 86 tigers. The morning drive was in the forest. Among the new species, the flame-backed woodpecker was my favourite. We also came across a family of shy rhesus macaque monkeys. Even without signs of life one could admire the habitat which was amazingly rich and healthy. The afternoon drive to the Middle Range revealed non-exotic names which are practically extinct in Europe, such as the common snipe and brown crake. On a larger scale, a buffalo crossed the road right in front of us.

A walking safari in the forest reserve with armed guard was instructive. First we saw capped langurs with long tails. They jumped elegantly from tree to tree and grabbed hold of branches according to body size. We tracked down a solitary Hoolock gibbon and watched it for a long time. The jungle trail was narrow and at one place I spotted a snake on the path which was missed by the guide. A picture was taken and shown to the local expert who asked for an enlargement before identification so it was not clear whether it was poisonous. During the afternoon drive we saw several otters swimming. Further along, an elephant prepared to charge and the guard loaded his gun. However, the matriarch calmed the situation by issuing a deep sound from the other side. Considering the difficulty of spotting an English cuckoo, it was satisfying to have photographed a coukal. 
We enjoyed one more elephant ride, albeit in misty conditions. A group of foreigners got more fun out of photographing each other on top of elephants than seeing beautiful animals close up. Two rhinos facing each other completely still made a classic pose and it was amusing to see three huddled in a peaceful conference. The afternoon drive yielded five or six eagles in about five minutes. We stopped at the gate to get the Director's permission for a longer drive two days hence. An excursion to the mighty Bramaputra was made on the following day. After driving 80 km to a bridge we rented a river boat. Several new birds were pointed out. We crossed the river for a picnic while watching out for river dolphins and about ten surfaced a long way off. Next day (13 January), the special permit did not live up to expectations because animals were quite scarce although the grasslands were beautiful. Eventually we reached the banks of the Bramaputra. Here we walked down to the shore and saw many distinct tiger pugmarks. The proof of their presence filled me with awe and left the rest to imagination.
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I stepped off the plane in Buenos Aires early on 6 February 2007. The next move was easy and I soon found myself near Retiro, the main bus station, hauling my burden in unbearable heat the last few blocks. Inside the enormous building were located hundreds of ticket booths for destinations all over the large country. The number of different companies was truly enormous but I managed to identify several offering seats to Catamarca, the last town on the way to the Atacama desert. I was shocked to be told that no seats were left for the overnight trip, and even tickets to intermediate connection points were sold out. This was a real crisis but I could not afford to give up. I appealed for assistance in my best Spanish to a sales lady who took pity on me. We returned to a reject desk and learnt that a hard seat was available. This information was not given to me because it was assumed I wanted a comfortable bed-seat, but how could I afford to be choosy with a fixed deadline for next evening. (In my best Spanish, I had stated it was extremely important to travel.)

Armed with a ticket, I went off to buy the right stove fuel and enjoyed a nourishing meal before the long trip. Later I found that the 8:30 p.m. bus had already departed from another platform! This was too cruel but again luck was on my side. A friendly soul suggested taking another bus to a rendezvous point a few hours along the route and catch up.  Even so, we delayed departure another hour. At the junction two hours later, I waited a nerve-racking hour until my assigned bus arrived. Miraculously, it still had a spare seat which was reserved for me. Now began an uncomfortable journey of uncertain duration. The only known stop was at 5 a.m. in Cordoba. I misjudged the remaining distance and we did not reach Catamarca until nearly 7 p.m., after the last 200 km of nothing but scrub vegetation and only one inhabited place. However, Catamarca is a modern town of 200,000 which offers many facilities for outdoor activities. Much relieved, I caught up with David, a Texan amateur archaeologist, who was offering me a lift to base camp.

Next day I joined Marcelo, the driver, and Victor, the cook, and fully laden we set off in a minibus. Barely an hour out of town, we were forced to stop and call for assistance. The rest of the trip was made in a fully fledged expedition vehicle while the locals were left behind to fix the problem. The village of Fiambalá (1500 m) is a staging post for Atacama expeditions. It produces good wine and is rightly famous for its thermal pools.  I was happy to find an upmarket restaurant where we had a memorable meal.  In the morning, I visited Jonson Reynoso who pioneered expedition drives into the Atacama. My purpose was to negotiate a drive to the giant Bonete (6759 m) after I had spent sufficient time at altitude.  Then we were off on the last stage to the Argentinian border post at La Gruta on a surprisingly good road which continues to Chile.  The border itself is situated at the San Francisco pass, less than an hour's drive away. At 4000 m, the base is convenient for acclimatization and the surrounding mountains offer plenty of scope for day hikes.

My first day at altitude started with a leisurely hike on the flat puna (high altitude desert) to take in the landscape. On the return, Marcelo asked whether I would like a ride to Mt Pissis (6800 m), my solo conquest of 1994. It turned out he needed to supply his base camp with water. Naturally I jumped at the chance of seeing the other side of the mountain which had tested me to the limit.  We first retraced the asphalt road for a good hour. The rough road to Pissis is 100 km further, with many ups and downs and changes of direction. Along the way we saw herds of vicuñas and guanacos, as well as large lakes. The mountain views were spectacular: Cazadero (Walter Penck), Nacimiento and Tres Cruces, all 6500 m giants, in addition to our impressive objective. We reached Pissis Base Camp after three hours. At only 4430 m it is much lower than my old one on the opposite side. The resident guardian had radio connection and a Swiss couple were awaiting the chance to ascend (later forced to abandon due to bad weather). Our spectacular sightseeing trip was spoilt by a heavy rainstorm as we approached the base in the dark (it almost never rains on the Chilean side).

Now I was ready for a training hike. Two female mountaineers from Fiambalá asked to accompany me to the nearest peak of Falso Morocho (North). After a two kilometre trek across level ground we faced the first gradient. Soon it became a struggle to keep up with my young companions who were acclimatized after a recent climb. Exactly two hours later we reached the summit at a GPS altitude of 4493 m and added a flat stone to the apocheta (cairn) from Inca times. We had a good view across to the imposing Incahuasi, more than 2000 m higher. I got closer to Inca culture on the following day by helping David to measure old structures for 3D reconstruction at the San Francisco pass (4700 m).  Using his imagination, he thought this camp had been on a trade route to Chile, with rooms for animals. In the afternoon I hiked to the thermal pool and enjoyed a solitary immersion inside a shed.

Next morning, I took a different route across the salt flats and reached a shallow lake with 30 flamingos. They were extremely shy and drifted across to the opposite side on my arrival. However, I was much luckier approaching a guanaco herd.  After this charming interlude I set off for the hills again. During easy hiking I practised marking way points in the GPS. I made a longer trip the next day but distances are deceptive and I only reached 4500 m, half way to Mt Beltran. On return I heard that the two local female climbers attempting Incahuasi had failed to make their pick-up point. This was a serious concern because we could see it was covered in new snow higher up but the hope was they had reached David's camp which would be closer.

Now it was my turn to transfer to the Incahuasi camp. Marcelo returned to pick me up, bringing the missing mountaineers. They had experienced a tough time, spending 25 hours away from the tent in bad weather but succeeded in placing a small cross on the famous Inca summit. Along the way we came close to flamingos who allowed photographs. The camp (4950 m) was exposed to strong winds. Putting up my tent in this weather did not seem a good idea so I was relieved to be invited into the communal tent which also housed three Argentinian archaeologists. The plan now changed and camp would be evacuated in the morning. I did not fancy my chances in these conditions and with uncertain logistical support the decision to go back was not difficult, especially taking into account the recent epic. Next morning, the gang took off with a full load. I visited a nearby Inca site which had been investigated and helped to pack up in unpleasant conditions. Marcelo returned and again the truck was completely full, with the large tent placed precariously on top. It was only 17 km in the line of sight but the track wandered in all directions to take advantage of the landscape. The next two days I kept up my training by ascending Falso Morocho in better style, making nearly 500 vertical metres in 60 minutes. The second time was windless and I spent two hours at the summit enjoying fantastic views of the massive surrounding mountains dressed in fresh snow.

With two more days to go until Marcelo returned from Fiambalá, I took a new trip. The guardian agreed to drive me across the border to the thermal pool at Laguna Verde which I visited before climbing Ojos del Salado (redetermined as 6890 m) in 1991. I got a perfect shot of it dressed in white, reflected in a roadside laguna. The border guard waved us through without any check and two kilometres further on we reached the small pool which was now situated in the open.  Naturally I had to submerge myself in this wonderful source with an ideal temperature. Returning here after all this time made me feel like a pilgrim seeking enlightenment. Later I practised putting up my dome tent in a fresh breeze which is challenging for one person. I revisited the flamingos and came close to a large herd of guanacos for taking pictures.  My last free day was spent on an easy hike saying goodbye to Falso Morocho and looking across to my next objective, Mt San Francisco.

Early on my 13th day at La Gruta, Marcelo drove me up to the pass and slowly a few kilometres further to 5100 m. I ascended a ridge and had to lose height on the other side. The general direction was clear but I failed to see there was a path until it was too late. Instead I had to go straight up the scree slope. It was extremely hard work fighting for each step.  On checking the GPS way point, I found that I had intersected the path. Now it became an easy stroll on gentle slopes. The wind increased in strength as I progressed but nothing could stop me with the summit cone in view. A good five hours later I reached the flat summit in a howling wind which was recorded on a panoramic movie taken with unsteady hands. The way back was easy and three hours later I arrived at the shelter by the roadside. Soon afterwards I was greeted warmly by the gang who would be relieved. Finally I had achieved a significant summit (6043 m with GPS) on my own even though it was a day hike, possibly the easiest accessible 6000 m peak in South America. On return I packed up and Marcelo drove me to Fiambalá. It took a good two hours in darkness but not a single vehicle or sign of life was seen until the lights of `Las Vegas' appeared on the horizon. Although it was late, it is never too late for dinner in Argentina.  
Two leisurely days followed in Fiambalá where I booked the next drive with Jonson Reynoso. We had long and interesting discussions in his office which contained mementos of many past expeditions.  The afternoon gave an opportunity to visit the famed thermal pools 20 km away. I took a taxi and asked for an hour's stay.  Approaching the site was an experience in itself, with gorges and ridges appearing like sculptures and the setting sun adding magic to the scene. I started at the uppermost pool which was deserted. At the advertised temperature of 42 C it did not feel too hot. My water worshipping had to be terminated all too soon but it had been a memorable experience. Again I rounded off the day with a succulent steak and a full bottle at my favourite restaurant. The last day before departure for Bonete was spent discussing possible problems in reaching BC at 5065 m by car. This might be difficult unless the driver was familiar with the route.

In the morning I met my driver, Christian, who is the son of Reynoso and had experience of expedition support. Unfortunately, he did not speak any English so exchanges had to be at a basic level. After stopping for lunch in a fairly big place, we drove through the diminishing habitations of Villa Union, Villa China and Jagüe, with the latter still marked on the Times Atlas. Having passed all checkpoints, we now reached more interesting landscapes. Christian negotiated sharp bends overlooking ravines at high speed. On passing signs which marked fatal accidents, he took his hands off the steering wheel to cross himself. Fortunately there were no other vehicles to be seen.  We reached the Penon refugio around 8. It was utterly dark inside but the full Moon enabled a simple meal to be taken outside. Christian slept in the car while I tried to keep the mice at bay.

The drive up to Laguna Brava was quite dramatic, with many bends and no security fence. The mountains revealed an amazing range of colours which was a feast for the eyes, and there were also occasional green patches along the small stream hosting grazing vicuñas. Closer to the Veladero refugio (4600 m) we observed a new highway being built.  Here we branched out in the direction of Bonete which was in full view 28 km away.  Following the progress by previous GPS way points was confusing and it took a while to realize we had gone wrong (there was also a typo for a critical location). We had followed a direction which curved round the mountain and led to Lake Inca Pillo. The soft sand also made progress slow.  We backtracked and headed up the correct route. Around 4700 m the car started having problems of overheating. Soon there was no water left and the oil had also gone. Without spare supplies we were in a critical situation.  Christian offloaded his bike and prepared to go for help but I was not in favour. I pleaded with him to try again. After all, it was only about 12 km to the refugio. He persevered and bit by bit we crept back.  By great luck there was a service centre nearby supporting the road works. It involved waiting for hours but eventually we were stocked up on water and oil. The night was spent in the refugio which was constructed like a bomb shelter and was otherwise lacking any amenity.

After packing up again we were ready for the move to BC. However, there was no response when Christian turned the ignition key! Several attempts at revival were unsuccessful and it became clear we were completely stuck.  The only hope was to enlist the assistance of the road workers who drove past a mere 100 m away. Eventually a kind soul stopped and offered to pull the car out. Unfortunately, even his four-wheel drive was not strong enough to move the heavy car in soft sand. A powerful grader which had been working all night was then called up. This time there was no doubt and it pulled the car on to the road. I was so happy at this miraculous rescue that I handed our saviour a $50 bill as tip. Someone gave us a push start and we were alive again. However, after all this drama I kept cool and could only use my best Spanish to say "vamos a la casa" (we are going home).  The car might well get me up towards BC. However, I would depend on it coming back in three days. Without such support it would be too much to hike 28 km back against strong winds in a weakened state. The Atacama is an unforgiving place and I could not forget my driver and good friend, Giancarlo, who perished of exposure at only 4000 m while attempting a 20 km hike in the evening.

We drove continuously from 2 p.m. until reaching Fiambalá at 5 in the morning, with a short stop for dinner when the car was parked on a gradient.  The next evening I was invited for an asada (barbecue) at the thermal pools. Victor, who was a real chef, took charge of the proceedings and the party went on for hours, only interrupted by a dip in the pool. After another spare day I got a lift with Marcelo in the direction of Catamarca. However, we made an overnight stop at an impressive looking hotel which turned out to be rather basic inside.  The long way back was not without interest. We took the shortcut across a mountain featuring large cacti in bloom. The elevation gain was about 1000 m and the road can best be described as dramatic. Descending on the other side was even worse, with light rain creating a slippery road surface.

Finally, after a night in my previous hotel I was off on the long-distance bus bound for Cordoba, this time occupying a proper half-bed seat. After a few days visit to the Observatory I had one more adventure by giving an illustrated talk to the mountaineering club of the seaside resort Mar del Plata (my pictures had been put on a CD in Cordoba).  I received a new book about Pissis (named after a French geographer) which devotes a whole chapter to my 1994 expedition (the first solo climb) and also mentions my first ascent of a secondary peak (Hombro del Pissis, 6466 m).  This gift by the author himself was much appreciated and made up for my latest wilderness trip falling short of expectations.  In retrospect, a solo attempt on the remote giant peak of Bonete at age 72 could be considered fool-hardy. Yet, the pull of the Atacama is irresistible.
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I found myself back again in the Atacama the following year and was one of nine climbers who had paid $3000 for a guided expedition to four large peaks. This was an ambitious undertaking but some of the members had considerable experience and the temptation for me to join the team was too great. We assembled at a four-star hotel in Salta on 2 February where we met the guide, Gabi, and assistant guide, Juan. After a welcoming dinner, we took the opportunity of visiting the new museum containing three well preserved Inca mummies and beautiful jewellery from the summit temple of Llullaillaco, one of our target peaks. The four hour drive to Cachi was remarkable and touched 3300 m before descending to the village (2200 m). It was carnival night and a large number of people had turned out to see the processions which also contained many aspiring beauty queens in revealing costumes. The drawback was that the loud music went on until 4 a.m. Next day was a training hike to 3200 m after driving to 2600 m. The pace on a hot day was brisk but I could keep up.

The expedition got underway with seven mules. Because of the previous short night, I fell behind and in fact went to sleep during the lunch break. However, it was a serious stage with an elevation gain of 1100 m in eight hours and I was by far the oldest. Another training hike took place on the rest day and putting my sore feet in water at the end was soothing. I still felt weak the following day and again was last, accompanied by Juan. Camps were now made at 4400 and 4800 m. My tent mate, Reinhold, turned out to be very energetic. (He had spent five weeks cycling from Oslo to North Cape and returned via Finland and Sweden.) Three strong guys did an exploratory climb to 5300 m while I was content with an easy hour's hike. I felt much better on the next rest day when the pulse rate was down to 50. The last camp was established at 5300 m. Getting up was a struggle even though my pack was much lighter than that of Juan and my time was three times longer than the fastest. The summit attempt started at 4 a.m. in bitterly cold conditions, later agreed to have been too early. It soon became clear I was not up to it after a bad night and digestive problems. Juan insisted on accompanying me back after only 30 minutes even though it was a hike. In the event five clients made the summit (6380 m) together with Gabi.

Later we all descended to the previous camp but took another route which was shorter but more difficult. On 12 February we needed to hike all the way back to the road in time for a barbecue at 6. Naturally I lagged behind but in the company of Gabi the arrival at 8 was only one hour later than several others. In any case, after all the exertion I could only manage a salad. From Cachi the journey went to Cafayate, about 160 km on a slow road. There were some impressive rock formations along the way and frequent stops were made. In Cafayate I enjoyed a magnificent chorizo (steak) which was just what my body needed to be restored. We now headed back to the wilderness again. After a good while we started seeing vicuñas and also a suri which is a rarely seen bird in the ostrich family. No significant habitation could be seen until we reached the primitive village of Antofagasta 400 km later. However, all we needed was dinner and a bed so one place available for each was perfect.

We were now heading for Mt Antofalla. A brief stop was made in a small village (pop 60) of the same name. This was reached by descending a long way, then crossing a large salar (salt flat). There was a good supply of running water and it was wonderful to see so many green trees after the barren puna and salar. A suitable campsite was eventually found by using GPS coordinates. Here we squeezed into a primitive refugio built by flat stones which served as dining area. In the morning, we cleared the camp and continued the drive a little further. At one tricky place the cars had to cross a long sandy trench or dried out river which was negotiated without passengers in the only possible place. Eventually even the sturdy expedition vehicles could not proceed any further and we carried to the next camp (5440 m) in two hours.

Summit Day started late (7:15) to avoid the coldest time. I formed the tail group with three others. The ascent was straightforward but slow. At the false summit we met the others coming down. The last part was worse than I had been led to believe and the summit, measured at 6464 m, was about 100 m higher. It was very cold on top and not a place to linger but I had a quick look for Inca remnants said to be present. After passing the false summit we decided to make a quicker descent via a large snow field which had been avoided on the way up. Moreover, we had seen our strongest guy, Michael, and two others descending this way.

Just as we were considering whether to use crampons I started to slide. At that time I was using a walking stick which had been exchanged with my ice axe going up (and carried by another member) because it was rather short for leaning on. I turned on to my stomach and tried to break with the stick. However, the surface now became harder, turning to frozen snow, and my speed accelerated. I was completely calm and had the feeling I was watching the movie of my final moments but then there was a patch of softer snow and, miraculously, I came to a halt! It was indeed a moment of great luck because there were bad rocks below. After this scary experience, crampons were used and we made a slow return on the snow field to reach camp by 8.

On getting down to the cars we found that one had a problem and it was a tight squeeze to find space for 15 in two vehicles with several on the back. Juan was left behind at the refugio for security and we proceeded to the village. An extra day was spent in Antofalla, waiting for a replacement vehicle. I was surprised to find that this tiny hamlet in the middle of nowhere sported a computer terminal with Internet connection owned by a mining company. Although the village was small, it was interesting to see how life was organized. One novelty was that the church had a drum instead of bell. The cemetery, located outside the village, contained several mausoleums as well as a number of simple graves, all without any inscriptions. Different plots of land were surrounded by rock walls which had spiky bushes on top. It was a pleasure just walking around, looking at green trees. This hamlet owed its existence to running water which was extremely scarce in the area. No doubt our invasion strained the local resources because we were well fed, paid for individually.  On 20 February we were back on the road again. An abandoned sulphur mine (4050 m) was reached after 120 km and formed a convenient staging post. Here we established ourselves in the church, the only habitable building. Next morning, we headed for our third big mountain, Llullaillaco (6739 m). Altitude was gained on a rough road but the mountain still seemed far. Along the way we stopped to admire flamingos on a large salar. Finally we crawled up a gully on the Argentinian side and stopped at 4825 m because the fuel consumption was too high. The plan had been to gain another 100 vertical metres. There was no choice but to continue on foot. Again Reinhold carried our tent but even so I found it hard going. After an exhausting carry of 4 1/2 hours with frequent rests I made it to the camp at 5550 m. We had lost one day because of the car problem, hence no second camp would be possible. It was clear I did not have the strength for the remaining 1200 m ascent in one go. Besides, having made a solo climb to 6500 m ten years earlier on the other side counted for more than the promise of summit with guide.

Conditions were fair on Summit Day. Most left at 7 but the strongest pair waited an hour, yet were the first back at 3:30. They did a rock ridge instead of the scree slope and reported no wind on top. The second oldest member (57 years) got a headache at the 6000 m col and returned while my strong tent mate who arrived at 6 said "never again!". After a second night at the summit camp it was an easy hike down to the cars and we arrived in Antofalla in time for another good dinner. The next stop was Antofagasta where we lost time due to car repairs. This offered an opportunity to visit the archaeological museum which displayed several well preserved Inca mummies. During the waiting, we enjoyed freshly cooked empanadas (meat pies). Unfortunately, this delay resulted in reaching Fiambalá (1500 m) late, the first significant place when coming from the Atacama.

In the morning of 26 February, we set off for the fourth giant, Tres Cruces, which had a bad weather reputation. As the name implies, there are three separated peaks well over 6000 m with Sur at 6748 m the sixth highest in the West. This involved driving an extra 70 km from the Chilean police post for customs. All the backpacks were examined, then we headed back to the turnoff where the fruit had been hidden. It was rather late for moving up to BC at 5100 m so we camped on level ground (4400 m). It was around -9 C in the morning and, amazingly, none of the three cars would start. We were fortunate to be only two kilometres from the international road and a driver walked back to seek assistance. The problem turned out to be weak batteries and push starts did not work. Going up high was clearly too risky in the present situation so back we went, again via customs and through the police border check just before closing time. The other side was already closed and we made camp at La Gruta, within a short walk of the Argentinian army check-point.

In the morning, there was chaos and heated discussions. We tried to check in to Argentina at 7 but the soldiers were still asleep. It was not clear whether we could climb the 6000 m San Francisco as an alternative in our state of being in no-mans land. Gabi did not know the rules which made Michael angry. I tried a political compromise, with the four strongest going but this was rejected and Gabi declared the climbing part of the expedition to be over. Consequently, Michael set off for the pass in the Warden's car to climb and the rest reached Fiambalá in time to try the wonderful thermal pools.

Some members visited the Museum of the 6000 m peaks which contains artefacts from Andean mountaineering explorations. It had recently been founded by two local female climbers who had honoured me with an appointment as padrino (godfather). An official goodbye asada was hosted at the pools on the final day, 29 February, and there was also a good dinner at the fancy restaurant which sported a French chef. The gang left for Catamarca and home next morning while I could look forward to one more adventure of sailing on the Pacific with my friend Arturo. Before leaving, I came across Michael who, like me in 2007, had soloed San Francisco. Thinking of me, he had written in the summit book "He who loves the mountains never grows old".
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My 30 days trip to Sumatra got off to a good start. After reaching Jakarta Airport in late afternoon (19 May) I hurried off to buy a ticket for the next leg, the tsunami city Banda Aceh at the northern tip. It had proved impossible to make an Internet booking with a non-Indonesian credit card and this flight formed an essential part of my plan. The miracle was evident when I found myself on a completely full plane early next morning which also was a holy Friday. The sheer size of Sumatra was reflected in the flight time of over two hours in a new Boeing. My next move also needed a miracle.

I had been given the address of Fauna and Flora International (FFI) which happens to have headquarters in Cambridge, where I would meet a contact for making further arrangements. After a long search, my taxi driver finally located an empty house at the given address. Because it was a Friday I skipped more searching and caught a fast boat to the exotic island of Sabang for a few lazy days (as already planned from the Saturday). There I checked into Freddie's place as recommended by the Lonely Planet guide. That same evening when I explained my predicament, Freddie himself solved the problem by producing the phone number of my contact and I could enjoy several days swimming in the Indian Ocean without concern.

 After locating the FFI office, the next stage started with a five hour drive in their vehicle with two other passengers who might not otherwise have made the journey. We arrived at a centre called Mane on the edge of the rain forest. Here 16 community rangers were being trained before taking up their duties in surrounding villages. I was assigned the VIP room and introduced to staff members who informed me about relevant activities. The centre also supported a rapid response team with elephants for escorting crop-raiding wild elephants back to the forest. Next day I met two guides who prepared for a six day rain forest trek. We were driven down to a nearby village and set off in hot conditions, with me only carrying water and camera. The conversation was mostly non-existent but the body language of an exhausted hiker is universal. We had only walked an hour but the suffering was real. Much to my surprise, a truck came up the road and offered us a lift. The road was about the worst in my experience but clinging on was still preferable. Eventually the gradient eased and we were left with a short hike to an abandoned skeleton hut which provided shelter for the night.  On the second day it was hard keeping up with the guides. The trail was now in the shade but it became quite muddy and streams had to be crossed. Five hours later we reached a second wooden structure with roof but no walls (a remnant from the earlier civil conflict now happily resolved). It was interesting to see the guides cooking dinner of fried eggs, spicy noodles and the inevitable rice, with the entire cutlery consisting of one spoon and a wooden stick for the rice, although the machete sometimes came in handy.

 The third day started with a lean breakfast and by 10 I felt quite weak. I understood it would take another eight hours to reach next camp and this was too much in my condition when considering the difficult trail. However, instead of turning back the guides persuaded me there was an alternative camp about five hours away so I agreed to carry on. On the way we heard distant calls by gibbons and saw many elephant footprints. Eventually the rain forest gave way to a savannah. At the end we came down a huge grass slope which provided beautiful views of green hills. Here we found a simple river camp with a tarpaulin for rain cover.

The fourth day was spent at leisure, with the river invigorating my tired body and aching feet. Only one animal was spotted but I saw elephant foot-prints of impressive size. After this recuperation, the two day return trip was less arduous once the first steep hill had been surmounted. By that time I had also become used to the primitive menu and could enjoy the meals that were prepared with consummate skill. This journey took me through what was claimed to be the best rain forest in the world and thanks to FFI, I was apparently the first tourist to visit this pristine area. Remarkably, we only experienced two bursts of rain during the six days but every plant seemed to be in perfect condition. The trail itself was overgrown and muddy but the alternative of dense jungle was not an option so I could find the way most of the time when lagging behind.

On the return to Mane, I was fortunate to attend the closing ceremony of the ranger training which terminated with an elephant placing a floral wreath over the head of each student. Several high officials had travelled long distances just to attend the ceremony which added significance to the importance of conservation. An extra bonus for me was to see the video of a tiger captured by villagers being transported by helicopter and released in the area where I had just been.

Back in Aceh, FFI provided four hours transport to a small elephant response unit camp near the coast where I could learn about practical conservation. Again I was assigned the VIP room in the only building. Here my activities were less strenuous, consisting of swimming in the river and an elephant picnic in the jungle. There was hardly any trail for the elephants and several steep sections made it hard work even being a passenger. On the return road to Aceh we crossed a wide river in the world's smallest car ferry with room for only one vehicle.  After this interesting side trip I flew to Medan and continued by bus three hours to Bukit Lawang which is the rehabilitation centre for orang-utans. There are only 5000 on Sumatra (plus a population on Borneo) and they all live in this area. I signed up for an overnight jungle trek with a guide to client ratio of 2:1. A third assistant was needed to carry food and large car tubes for rafting by walking along the river banks. In the first hour we saw a Thomas leaf-monkey and later another posed obligingly at close range. One guide spotted the first orang-utan who turned out to be a known dominant male. He approached us and allowed time for several pictures, finally sitting on a liana only ten metres away before climbing up again. As if this was not enough entertainment, a group of tourists appeared without noticing the orang-utan descending fast, and I watched in horror as it came within one metre of a fleeing human. After this dramatic encounter we only saw a few distant orang-utans but not all treks are guaranteed sightings.

The last part of the trail proved hard work, with steep and slippery sections and it was a relief to hear the river noise getting closer. The guides put me on a car tube and walked me across to the camp where the cook was already brewing up. The last adventure here was being caught in a downpour while swimming and having to wait for drying out before entering my new home which consisted of a tarpaulin and ground sheet where I spent a comfortable night. In the morning a curious monitor lizard explored the river bank and came close to me several times. The trip ended by floating down the river on three large connected tubes, covered by waterproof bags and me sitting in the middle. Although the rafting was no more than grade 3.5, it was great fun and getting wet was a bonus in the hot weather.

It remained to see the feeding of rehabilitated orang-utans which was half an hour's hike away. Rangers attracted the orangs by banging on trees and soon several animals approached for their breakfast of bananas and even special milk in one case. Watching carefully one could appreciate the strength of these animals, derived from living in trees. Even so, they have over 96% of their DNA in common with humans. A family of macaques were attracted by the commotion and came within one metre looking for food. Before the time limit was up, a large male orang-utan approached closely and we had to retreat down the path for safety. A stroll through the village showed what happens to a tourist hotspot, with too many souvenir shops and empty restaurants vying for customers. Hopefully the growing number of visitors will not cause distress to the unique orang-utans and other shy animals living so close to civilization.

The final week was without a firm plan. The idea was to have some adventures in the huge Kerinci National Park, accompanied by a guide. However, when I flew south across country to Padang, I discovered a problem in that the phone number of my contact in this town contained a copying error. It was not until the next day that I tried the number of another FFI staff member who lived far away. By great luck I obtained the phone number of a guide called Doddy who agreed to look after me.   Up to this moment  I had  considered  the 
easier alternative of travelling north and joining the tourist trail at Bukuttinggi which enjoys a certain popularity.

After this good news, next morning I set off in a bus towards Kerinci in anticipation of an eight hour trip. The long journey involved serious delays due to road works but we made it that night. The next obstacle was to call my guide without being in the possession of a mobile phone or phrase book in a town where my English would not be much use. This problem was eventually resolved by sign language in a hotel. Doddy arrived and invited me to his base camp. Spending most of his time in the jungle, there was not much need for a fancy place but at least I had guest accommodation. Unfortunately, his services had just been requested at another location. The new duty was delayed when I offered a million rupiah ( $70) per day as well as the cost of car rental. In the end we agreed to skip staying in the park itself and make excursions and hikes on a daily basis. My original aim had been to look for tigers but on being told that Doddy himself had not seen a single one in five years of camera trapping, the odds against were almost astronomical. (The huge National Parks of Sumatra are said to contain 400 tigers. By incredible luck, a visiting FFI representative had seen a tiger on his second day.)

In the morning, we drove to the foothills of Mt Kerinci, a 3800 m volcano which dominates the landscape. The narrow and winding road provided stunning views of planted cinnamon forests full of red leaves, interspersed with large tea plantations. We made an easy hike beyond the gate and spent a while waiting for something to happen. In the event only a solitary ground squirrel showed up but the footprints of muntjac deer and wild dog were pointed out. Also notable was a truly spectacular epiphyte hosted by a thin tree. The second day turned into a mud-bath. With four passengers in the back, we drove past Lake Kerinci and up in the hills. The objective, Mirror Lake, was reached in three hours, partly along muddy trails, and involved crossing a river in boots for safety. The 100 m size lake had an amazing blue colour and the opportunity for a swim proved irresistible. Unfortunately, the picnic was interrupted by rain which added to the slippery conditions. On the positive side, the distinct footprint of the rare clouded leopard was noteworthy.

For a change, Day 3 was spent almost entirely in a vehicle. We drove up steep hills behind our town of Sungai Penuth, followed by a steep descent into hot jungle. After a short walk along the road the guide spotted a gibbon, and soon the whole family could be seen. They moved fast and jumped from one tree to another in an elegant manner. On several occasions I had already heard their evocative call which carries a long way but this was the first sighting and for me, a new species. At sunset we drove up the hill again to admire views of the distant volcano and the enormous flat valley of rice fields.

My final day was also an easy one. This time we re-traced the road to the volcano and continued to Seven Mountain. A short hike brought us to a resting place where a picnic on grass was enjoyed until locals on motorbikes turned up. (Sumatra is full of motorbikes.) Down at the end of the road we were invited into an army hut. Here I met an Indonesian zoologist who was cataloguing and preserving a sample of ten frogs. It turned out she had discovered a new species of forest frog. These tiny creatures only measured 2 cm in length. By careful inspection, one could be seen to deviate slightly, indicating the workings of evolution. On the question of how the discovery was made, I was told she noticed a new sound while out exploring at night in the company of a soldier. So here I was on my last day witnessing the identification of a new member of the rain forest. It seemed quite ironic that the Indonesian army was assisting in the peaceful activity of looking for frogs, but for a scientist it was wonderful ending on a high note.
Appendix:  Other climbs

For completeness this Appendix describes briefly the climbs of other notable mountains listed in Table 1. The relevant names are denoted by X in the chapter column. Here and throughout, meters and feet denoting altitudes are used somewhat arbitrarily based on quoted historical values.

Blaaskavlen 1953

For the record, one of my earliest mountaineering efforts can be said to have been initiated by a solo hike from sea level to the top of Blaaskavlen (1815m) during college years as a competition with my younger siblings. As the Norwegian name implies, it hosts a glacier and I remember well crossing a snow field near the summit (the actual glacier lies on the back side). The challenge, for me, was to complete the ascent without taking a rest. In subsequent years, after the family cabin was built in the mountains (1954, at 750\,m) with my assistance, a number of ascents of the highest local mountain (Tarven, 1704 m) were made, especially on skis. However, this kind of activity was only pursued occasionally during the intervening years when I took up residence in the UK.

Castle Peak and Mt Elbert 1974

The first chance to get a taste of exertions at higher elevations presented itself in 1974 when I spent three weeks at a summer school in Aspen, Colorado. In the company of a few other astronomers the highest local mountains, Castle Peak and Mt Elbert, were scaled. Discovering it was possible to jog at 14,000 feet made me undertake a number of strenuous hikes, partly on my own. On one occasion, after reaching the timberline coming down from Elbert, somebody realized the camera had been left at the summit. Going uphill again at the end of a hard day is no fun but I accepted the challenge as a good test and the camera was recovered. Subsequently, the idea of climbing Kilimanjaro was a motivation to start a modest training schedule which has been kept up ever since.

Popocatepetl 1975

During a one month visit to Mexico City I was given a lift to the 4000 metre hut on Popocatepetl where the night was spent sleeping outside. It was a week-end so there were many people attempting the climb. However, the upper parts were sparsely populated and I followed the crater rim to the summit in thick mist. The path was defined as the border between the crater wall and the ice itself which made for easy route finding. At this time it was possible to look deep into the central crater and see fumes coming from the lake. In fact, the climb was relatively straightforward and after coming off the ice I had sufficient energy for jogging down to the hut. (Climbing the mountain is currently off limits.)

Tatra Mountains 1980

My mountaineering friend in Krakow, Michal, acted as guide during a few days in the Polish Tatra mountains. It was April and there had been a heavy snow fall. Official warnings stated it was forbidden to climb. However, staying on ridges there was no avalanche danger and we reached the summits of three mountains, the highest being Kozi Wiercz (2300 m). We were not the only climbers: a few chamois were spotted.

Mt Fuji 1986

The importance of Mt Fuji to the Japanese is quite similar to the role of Mt Ararat -- it dominates both the landscape and the psyche. On a scientific visit to Japan, my friend of Everest fame used his influence to secure the services of a guide from their Alpine Club. We drove to the foot of the mountain and hiked up to the 2200 metre level where there was a hut for spending the night. Because a storm was raging, the climb became a challenge. In fact there were no climbers above the hut; only skiers could be seen below. It was April and we had the usually crowded mountain to ourselves. Gusts of wind were so strong that we were forced to kneel down on occasions. However, we did make the crater rim (3700 m) directly opposite the highest point, 70 m more, but the final part was not feasible.

Huascaran 1986

This magnificent peak (6750 m) is about fifth or sixth in the pecking order of Western peaks and therefore attracts many climbers. However, the ice conditions had made it more difficult, with several large crevasses opening up. I persuaded a student called Brian with technical climbing skills to join me in an attempt. After first failing at 5200 m on Chopicalci due to deep snow we turned our attention to the big one. Getting on to the glacier from BC turned out to be tricky but we found an ice wall which could be surmounted. A suitable campsite was established at 5200 m and we were all set to advance up the formidable glacier. In the morning both of us felt very weak and not in the mood to continue. The conclusion was, we had been affected by the food intake, most likely melted snow because the dinner had been freeze-dried. It was late in the season with nobody left in BC. Getting down without assistance turned into an epic and we reached civilization in a weakened state. This was the only time I became seriously ill on a mountain; bacteria do not thrive in such environments. (Brian was later diagnosed with food poisoning.)

Mt Kenya 1989

Having done Kilimanjaro before, it was natural to turn my thoughts to Mt Kenya. Consequently, at the start of a safari I paid the deposit and booked a climbing guide for a later date.  On turning up at Naro Moro Lodge for the climb, I was told there was no qualified guide in residence. Single hikers were not allowed entrance so I enlisted the services of a trekking guide. We entered the park and spent the night at Mackinder's hut (4300 m). Next day we set out for a circuit of the whole mountain. This involved passing over the tourist peak, Pt Lenana (4985 m). My guide was a fast walker and we maintained a good pace on a beautiful day, eventually ending up back at Mackinder's after only six hours. According to my guide, I was the fastest client in ten years. The rocky peaks of Mt Kenya are visible from far away and it seems remarkable that the complete circuit could be done in such a short time.

Elbrus 1990

The Caucasus volcano Elbrus has the honour of being the highest in Europe. Naturally it attracted much attention in spite of the Cold War. (Solo climbing was not allowed under the old regime.) My Estonian friend, Enn, had considerable experience of mountaineering in the Pamirs and was able to arrange a permit for visiting the main Soviet telescope not far from Elbrus. Here we made a small technical climb of Mt Sophia (3650 m). Permits for the main climb were obtained in the village of Terskol after an illegal attempt from the Ukrainian telescope site (3100 m) with Elbrus in full view. We took up residence in an old hut (4200 m) on the shoulder of Elbrus. Our first summit attempt had to be abandoned after we reached the col (5300 m) in white-out and windy conditions. A few days later we set off again on a beautiful day. On reaching the same location we came across an unconscious climber and his companion.  The wounded guy had fallen down the steep slope from the main summit cone and we had no choice but to assist in the rescue. Eventually a whole team was involved in bringing down the injured man to the hut on a makeshift stretcher. In this unfortunate way we forfeited our chance of an easy summit climb. On our final day the weather again turned unfavourable and we had to abandon the attempt. 
Altar del Pissis 2010

There are about 101 peaks above 6000 m in South America and all but two had been climbed. Bruno, my Atacama connection from earlier years, got a team together for the virgin Altar del Pissis (6100 m). As the name implies, it is located in the area of my old adversary, Nevado Pissis. On the night before the summit attempt (Camp 1, 5500 m) I slept badly due to a sloping tent platform. In the event our leader did not feel up to it and stayed in camp. It was a perfect day after a light snowfall and I followed in the tracks of three other climbers. A few inches of new snow made for an easy ascent. At the bottom of the final hill I spotted an inviting rock and sat down for a rest. I was alarmed to wake up half an hour later. While pondering the situation I fell asleep briefly again. Mountaineers are supposed to stay awake during a climb, otherwise the dangers of hypothermia are great and often fatal, not to mention the possibility of falling down. In view of my sleep deprivation, it was not prudent to continue especially because the schedule for breaking camp was rather tight. The virgin summit was reached successfully but my own effort fell short by around 300 m.

Peak Almaty 2010

As seen from Almaty (Kazakstan), the peak of the same name looks a bit like the Matterhorn. However, my local contact, Eduard, assured me it would be within the capability of a senior mountaineer. We drove up to a suitable elevation (3300 m) and started hiking. After an easy part we arrived at a substantial summit pyramid. Fortunately there were good foot-holds and the angle looked only moderately steep when we started on the last part. A number of large blocks had to be negotiated but the minor summit (c. 3600 m) was gained to my great satisfaction. While I rested, Eduard continued a little and reached the slightly higher main summit. He was only a few years younger than me but a semi-professional guide in great shape so I was quite pleased with the outcome.

Vallecitos 2013

My climbing companion from Tupungato and Mercedario, Don, proposed a joint expedition to the Vallecitos area near Mendoza (Argentina). Unfortunately he broke a finger while skiing before departure so I was left to my own devices with the ticket already paid for. I contacted a guiding company to assist me for a few days in scaling El Plata (6100 m) after some acclimatization climbs by myself. This plan was not accepted and I ended up with a guide from the start.  Moreover, the guide insisted on an assistant who turned out to be a true professional.  We drove to the San Bernardo refugio  (2750 m) and after an overnight stay moved up to the next camp (3200 m). The following day was a relatively easy three hours to Piedras Grande (3600 m). Although the guides carried much of my equipment on the final day, it took more than five hard hours to reach the Salto de Agua camp (4300 m). Finally Day 5 was a welcome rest day. The guides wanted to test my stamina so we hiked up to La Hoyada camp (4600 m) without stopping, then returned. The idea was to go for El Plata next morning, with the alternative peak Vallecitos (5800 m) if the time to reach the col separating them proved too long. Unfortunately, a bad storm raged during the night and prevented an early start. Staying on for another attempt did not seem feasible because my tender feet might not make it back and drive to Mendoza in one long day. In conclusion, five nights at altitude would seem insufficient for scaling a 6000 metre peak, especially bearing in mind the considerable final elevation gain.

Peak Tourist 2013

I was back in Almaty at a conference three years later and my good friend, Eduard, proposed another climb, said to be a bit easier than Peak Almaty. To improve acclimatization, we did a hard two hours steep hike and ended up at the Observatory (2700 m) the night before. In the morning, we were driven to 3300 m where the climb started in the company of three young local astronomers. The route consisted of scree and large sections of boulders on steep slopes.  In the event all made the summit (3960 m) in three hours on a good day.  Great care was needed in both directions and it was hard work but I was overjoyed to have made my second Kazakstan summit.
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