VERTICAL DIARY

TIMING IS EVERYTHING
STORY | TANIA NOAKES

Climbing hard and fast on Denali’s Cassin Ridge

A

laska had been on my horizon all winter, in the form of an
agreement between my partner and I to share an adventure
on a big mountain in the spring.
Roeland proposed the Cassin Ridge, a famous 2500m Grade V
route on Denali in Alaska. He agreed to plan our adventure
entirely, allowing me the freedom to just say yes. I agreed with
commitment and excitement despite knowing that I was only weeks
away from one of the most challenging winters of my life; from
January to April, I would lead a British Services expedition to
traverse the Alps on skis. When I finished it in April I simply
didn’t realise how tired I was; not so much physically, but
mentally drained by the sustained responsibility.
Weeks later, a physical tiredness began to seep out. I had a
vague feeling that I needed time hanging in a hammock under a
tree, reading a book, listening to the wind and reflecting on
what I’d just experienced. I wasn’t prepared for the physical and
mental rigour demanded by a big trip to a cold snowy mountain.
The timing, for me, was far from ideal.
Nevertheless we travelled to Alaska with the hope of getting
the weather and conditions to allow us a shot at the Cassin. The
first week of acclimatising involved dragging sleds across many
kilometres of glacier, battling winds and snow, digging camps,
building snow-block walls, shovelling out the tent, peeing into
a bottle, shitting in a can, and sleeping tightly constrained
within my sleeping bag in a frost lined tent.
I simply wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t in the right state of mind
to put the effort in, and considerable effort was required; is
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always required just to survive on the glacier, let alone climb
a 2500m technical route to the summit of a 6194m mountain. I
felt guilty at having said yes to Roeland. I certainly wasn’t the
best climbing partner for him at the start of the trip, and I was
acutely aware that I had let him down.
Despite this, the first week passed and we made progress,
establishing a camp at 14,000ft on the normal route and checking
out the fixed lines above before a couple of bad weather days set
in: 90kmph winds and several feet of new snow brought welcome
tent-bound rest. I spent the morning of my birthday wrapped in
my sleeping bag, listening blankly to the wind howl outside.
After a few days of reading, chatting and eating, whiling
away the bad weather, I began to feel more content and happier
to be there. Slowly the stunning scenery of this vast, pristine
wilderness began to take hold. I started to feel more motivated
and better about being there and our chances of success on
the mountain. Roeland never stopped believing that we could
do it. He reminded me of our successful ascent of the ‘ColtonMacintyre’ on the Grand Jorasses the previous autumn, and that
technically it was a much harder route than the Cassin. What
was I afraid of? His faith and thorough planning helped me
start to believe as well.
The satellite forecast told us we had four days of good weather
coming up until another, bigger storm arrived. After this, our
chances of climbing the Cassin would diminish considerably.
It began to look like it was now or never.
I wanted to summit by the normal route first to both

acclimatise and record the descent route in my GPS. We decided
to summit fast and light from 14,000ft on the first day and then
use the second to recover. The third day, we would approach the
base of the Cassin descending the West Rib cut-off and Seattle
‘72 ramp, before using the fourth to climb the route. A tight
schedule, but a feasible one. We decided to go for it.
Summiting by the normal route went smoothly and we were
back at camp that evening, a little tired but both having felt
good at the summit with no altitude problems. Two Austrians
camped next to us had left that afternoon to climb the
Cassin in a single push as well. We knew that by the end of
our recovery day they should return, and we’d be able to get
information on conditions.
An immensely enjoyable lie-in and an easy day in the sunshine
and relative warmth of a camp without wind followed. Around
8pm the Austrians returned, tired but happy having climbed the
Cassin in 20hrs. They reported a good track in place and several
bivvi platforms cut by a team currently engaged in a four-day
ascent. This was great news. With good conditions, we were
confident that we could climb the route in a single push.
At midday on Sunday 3rd May, we left our 14,000ft camp with
light sacks heading for the West Rib cut-off. The forecast
confirmed we had until 10am local time, Tuesday 5th May to be off
the mountain before another storm. In addition to our technical
gear we took sleeping bags, a foam
pad and 2 dehydrated meals each, gas
canisters and a stove.
We didn’t take a tent or bivvi gear; it
was a bigger sense of commitment than
— Thomas
I’ve ever felt on any of the big north
face routes in the Alps. By 4.30pm we
were relaxing in the sunshine on a
bivvi platform cut at the base of the Japanese Couloir.
The base doesn’t go into the shade until about 9pm when some
of the sun’s heat is blocked by the West Rib, though the light
remains. We had agreed to set off at midnight, after sleeping
for a few hours at the base. Once I was there, at the base of
such a famous route, I started to feel the nerves that so often
accompany an endeavour where you are taking a calculated
risk. I have several very talented friends who have climbed the
Cassin before and I knew that it had taken them several long days
and bivouacs to complete the climb. I was too nervous to sleep.
I insisted to Roeland that we set off earlier; as soon as the
couloir was properly in the shade at 9pm.
In hindsight it would have been better to wait. Without sleep,
we effectively strung two days together and hit a tiredness
barrier later in the climb worse than just physical fatigue.
We’re both convinced now that a few hours’ sleep at the base
would have made a huge difference to our speed in the latter
stages of the climb.
At nine that night, we set off through the Japanese Couloir
with the technical crux of the climb and the only pitch of
steep ice, past the Cassin ledge and the striking cowboy arête,
and on to our first pause, in the small hours of the morning,
at the bivvi site at the end of the arête. We both had something
to eat and drink, and I put on another layer as the cold was
beginning to seep through to my core and my hands and feet
were suffering. Then we set off again.

The first rock band past and then the second as we moved
quickly together, with running belays where necessary. The good
weather proved to be offset by a cold wind much stronger than
forecast, and we both felt the pressure to keep moving in order
to keep warm. Finally, the sun hit the face in the late morning,
and we began to worry less about the cold. At the top of the
difficult climbing, the tiredness hit us and we both needed to
sleep a little before we continued. We made a platform and took
two hours to doze and melt water before continuing onto the
upper slopes. Here, we began to slow down.
The climbing on the upper part of the route is nowhere
difficult but it is all serious terrain, often icy and exposed
to the wind which was bitterly cold that day. It’s the first time
that I have been wearing all my clothes with nothing else in
my rucksack and been unable to properly feel my feet. Knowing
surely that if the wind picks up any more or it gets any colder
then I would very quickly be in serious trouble, I felt more
committed than on any other climb I have ever undertaken. I
had made a conscious decision to accept the risks and embark
on a route for which there is only one sensible exit strategy
once you reach a certain point: keep climbing and finish
before the weather turns.
The endless upper slopes drained our energy, but my drive to
be off the mountain helped me set a steady pace. Every now and
then, I would rest my head against the
snow and close my eyes for a moment. It
was beginning to feel like I could fall
asleep whilst climbing; not an entirely
Hobbes, Leviathan advisable thing to do on the summit
slopes below the Kahiltna Horn. Finally
I began to recognise the summit ridge
we’d climbed much more easily only twodays before. We were almost there.
Working together and keeping a steady pace we crested the
Kahiltna Horn at 7.30pm on Monday 4th May. We were tired, cold,
dehydrated and running on empty, but immensely happy. We headed
down quickly, having climbed the Cassin route in twenty two
and a half hours. Three hours later we were safely back in our
14,000ft camp and ready for sleep.
We had already decided that if everything went to plan we
would break camp early the next morning and push to get back
to the airstrip before the storm shut down movement on the
mountain. This proved to be a good call. Although still tired
from an intense four days of effort, we struck camp, dragged our
sleds back to our skis at 11,000ft, and skied out to the strip
in deteriorating weather. It was snowing hard by the time we
arrived at the strip at 9p.m. We stowed our gear, pitched the tent,
and crashed into a deep and well-earned sleep.
It then snowed continuously for the next forty eight hours.
Waiting out the Alaskan blizzard in the warmth of our tent, we
reflected on our ascent of the Cassin, safe in the knowledge that
sometimes timing really is everything.

“Hell is truth seen too late”

FACING PAGE: Denali seen from the Kahiltna Glacier. The Cassin Ridge follows the striking
central rib separating the areas of sun and shade in the middel of the image. The easy-angled ridge
leading to the summit from the left is the West Ridge, the line of the West Buttress Route, first
climbed by the expedition led by Bradford Washburn in 1951, and one of the most popular routes up
the mountain. IAN PARNELL
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