An Ascent of Mount Athabasca
We left at midnight, Joe in the lead, John next, and the other four strung out variously behind.  Two of [us] carried flashlights while Ross, by means of a candle, gave the procession a somewhat medieval air.  We had counted rather more heavily on the moon than we should have; it had already waned to a thin sliver and this was for a good time hidden by clouds.  But we stumbled along the moraine, inadequately lighting our way and more or less following the roaring torrent that issues from the foot of the glacier on the north side of the mountain.  We wasted a lot of time fumbling about and it was almost three o'clock before we finally hit the ice. The moon was better now so we put away the lights. Ahead and above us was a long steep slog of hard blue-white ice.  We spent a few minutes putting on our crampons and then began the long climb up.
Mount Athabasca, one on the giants of the Rockies, is one of the flanking peaks of the Columbia Icefields. Only a short distance from the Banff-Jasper Highway, it affords a very accessible climb, although its 11,452 feet might deter the fainthearted.  It is a true alpine peak, its north face almost completely mantled by a huge mass of glacial ice and snow.  At the top it is quite saddle shaped, the summit being to the left of the saddle when viewed from the road.  The route we chose was up the north face to the center of the saddle than up the saddle ridge to the summit.  Our middle of the night start was to facilitate climbing up the snow fields which cover much of the upper reach of the mountain.  During the day the sun softens the snow surface making climbing a grueling labor of pulling feet out of knee deep snow at every step.  At night the snow maintains a hard crust that easily supports the weight of a man.  So it was that three o'clock in the morning saw us negotiating a thirty degree ice slope.
We were a full hour getting up this first pitch. Although the crampons afford a secure hold, each step must be taken deliberate and carefully; falls are not part of the game.  The gear we carried was standard alpine equipment: crampons, ice-axes (or alpenstocks), and the indispensible 100-foot lengths of nylon climbing rope.

After the first ice pitch we struck a snowfield and, as a matter of fact, we had snow almost al the way to the top. Although the snow is easier going than the ice there is slightly more danger.  The snow is underlain by glacial ice from which under certain conditions it will avalanche at the drop of a hat.  We did not have that to contend with but we did have to watch for crevasses. These are completely bridged over by the snow and almost undetectable until you find yourself plunging into one. For this reason we immediately roped up, forming two parties, three on each rope, the lead man, Joe and Dave on the way up, always probing the snow ahead with their ice-axes, and the two behind always ready to hold if an undetected snow bridge should give way.  Only real incident on the way up occurred when John put his foot into a hairline crack (six inches across) after all others had passed successfully.  No damage.  One fairly large open crevasse, about six feet across, had to be jumped but with proper precautions and belays with rope and axes this was quite safe (although at no time I might say is there room for nonchalance.)  This big crack was quite awesome. Its sides white near the top, shading to a pale blue farther down, then deep blue, then purple, and finally black.  There is no telling how deep they are, but 150 to 200 feet would probably not be excessive.
After the first snow field was crossed it was already quite light and for a time the rising sun gave a weird yet beautiful orange light.  No matter what its original color, everything glowed with an almost iridescent orange light-- snow, clothes, faces.
The route now led across the face of a huge bergschrund, the latter being a tremendous mass of snow, thousands or even millions of tons, that has slipped slightly from its original position on the underlying ice.  It is marked above and below by huge cracks where it has broken loose from the undisturbed snow.  We carried to the left of the lower crack, crossed the face of the schrund, and passed the upper crack on the right.  Crossing the face was the only difficult part.  The slope of the snow was perhaps 70 or 75 degrees, so steep that when standing erect, the 'ground', so to speak could be touched by a hand outstretched from the shoulder. We had to be especially careful for a fall here could easily tear a whole party from so steep a surface-— and the end of such a misadventure would be the bottom of the lower bergschrund crack.  Joe took the lead, carefully making steps in the crusty snow with his boots.  The rest followed using the same footsteps, so that by the time the last man passed a solid walkway had been tamped down (to be used on the descent.)  At each step or two the handle of ice axe is plunged; deeply into the snow, and it is this which the climber grabs in case of a slip.  In this way the first shock is not on the rope and his companions have time to prepare themselves to hold him.  We had no bad luck, although we took over an hour to go no more than two hundred yards.
After the schrund we had a fairly gently slope right to the center of the saddle.  There were crevasses here too, but the snow was so deep they could be walked over with impunity.  By this time the sun was quite high, but that was because we were so high for you could see that the valley below still had not had its sunrise.  The combination of high altitude, clear air and snow make for a tremendously intense light; we had long since goggled up and you could already feel a little bite about the lips.
From below the saddle looks to be quite near the top but up there the route ahead is a long one.  A steep wind polished field of snow lead from the middle of the saddle to the rock outcrop just below the summit.  We had already been slogging upward for six hours and our exertions were beginning to tell.  Hearts were pounding and breath was coming in short painful gasps; altitude, about 10,000 feet, high but not so high that any of us could detect a difference in the consistency of the air.  From the saddle we had a relatively unobstructed view to the south, a view so breathtaking it made up for the discomfort afforded by the also unobstructed sweep of a really cold wind. The temperature must have been near freezing for despite double trousers and windproof jackets we shivered at every halt.  This was most irksome for it made it almost impossible to take a decent photograph.
At any rate we continued to
struggle upward and by ten o'clock we were on the broken rock rubble that streams down from the summit.  Another half hours climb and the party was at the summit cairn.  A registration book had been left through the courtesy of the Iowa Mountaineering Club and according to it this was the first climb of 1951.
That we were all spent there was no question. We just lay down completely exhausted too weary to talk and Jimmy actually to bushed to even write his name.  We took a good long rest although this was detracted from by the wind which was howling ferociously around our ears.  After a while we had energy enough to eat and we lunched on chocolate, biscuits, raisins and dextrose tablets.  We were all terrifically thirsty but water would have been a debilitating burden.

After a time we were feeling a bit better, so down we went.  The descent was pretty nearly the same story in reverse.  Two techniques, however, are worthy of description: sliding and glissading (spelling?).  The first we used near the top on snow that was still crusted.  You merely sit down, feet pointing downhill, and shove off.  You slide merrily along using your ice axe as a brake, dragging the pick end in the snow when you want to slow down or stop. It a quite exciting; you slide down hundreds of feet in a few seconds where on the way up it was hours of toil. Of course you are still roped together so that two men can stop the third if he should get out of control.
Lower down the sun had already softened the snow considerable and it was here that we glissaded.  Ordinarily you would have to wade through the knee deep snow (and deeper) by laboriously placing and pulling out each foot at every step---instead you simply lean forward letting gravity pull your body and then swing out your legs in long loping stride.  The effect is like exaggerated downhill ice skating, each foot sliding many feet through the snow before balance has to be restored by swing out the other foot and sliding on it.
By two P.M. we were down.  Without sleep for thirty-two hours, dead tired, hungry, burning with thirst, but able to say that we had made “the Top."

Have Aunt Clara's letter and shall be expecting, her according to plan.  She asks if she can bring anything. Two items I can thing of:  Carol(s movie splicer (to be found somewhere in desk drawers in small blue box) and my rain coat (belted officers' pattern tannish grey). If she has lots of room in luggage and wants to plunge she could include my grey single breasted suit and any good shirts (white or otherwise) I may have left behind.

Wassamatta? Many days no letter. Or are you trying to sweat me out?  Have been very busy lately and I am afraid letter writing is always one of the first victims. My apologies, but the above should interest you.


Enclosed is staff menu at Chalet; thought you might be interested. This is every day, seven days a week, with turkey every Sunday.

John
