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When I first joined the VOC four years ago, I knew nothing of 
backcountry skiing, trad climbing, mountaineering, or what it takes 
to be in a role of leadership; the club taught me these things. Well, 
maybe that last one I sort of stumbled through and tried to figure out 
along the way. These are the kind of unique opportunities you can 
find in the VOC; a chance to get lowered into a crevasse and figure 
out how to prusik your way back out, or a shot at being a leader in 
the community and making a real difference towards something you 
really care about. It is because of opportunities like these that the last 
few years have, without a doubt, been the most defining of my life, 
thanks to the VOC. It’s pretty incredible to think of the countless 
others that have shared these thoughts over the last 100 years of the 
club’s existence. 

As I’m sure you’re aware by now, 2017 marked the club’s centen-
nial year — and what a year it was. I’ll do my best to provide an 
overview, but the number of noteworthy events certainly exceeds 
what I can cover in just a couple pages.

First, I’d like to express my thanks towards this years exec, and 
all others that have volunteered their time this year—your dedica-
tion and ingenuity have been invaluable in keeping this club moving 
forwards in the right direction. Else Bosman is one of the first names 
that comes to mind, not only did she manage the immense Treasurer 
demands of the VOC, centennial celebrations, and the Aviary, but 
she also stepped in as President over the summer while I was living 
as a dirtbag guide out in the Island. George Hill, Birgit Rogalla, Joe 
O’Brien, and Devon Campbell are some others that come to mind 
for having gone above and beyond in their duties. Also Alastair 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
Nick Hindley
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White for more or less living in the clubroom, we’re going to start 
charging you rent soon.

The centennial celebrations accounted for a large chunk of the 
club’s efforts this year, and were divided into two main pursuits: 
the banquet, and the production of a coffee table book document-
ing the rich history of the VOC. The production of the coffee table 
book, titled ‘A Century of Antics, Epics, & Escapades: The Varsity 
Outdoor Club 1917-2017’ was a phenomenal achievement. Led by 
Elliott Skierzkan, a core group of around 25 volunteers and over 200 
other contributors helped compile 100 years of stories and achieve-
ments of the VOC. The book has been incredibly well received, and 
is currently being sold at MEC and a number of book stores. It is a 
true testament to what a group of dedicated and driven volunteers 
can throw together in only 6 (gruelling) months. The Banquet was 
another resounding success of the year, which saw around 350 mem-
bers and alumni, spanning 75 years of the VOC, fill the Great Hall. 
Lianne McRadu was the lead on this, also did a phenomenal job 
along with a large team of volunteers.

This year, we also saw the separation of the Aviary from the 
VOC, to form the new ‘Aviary Climbing Club’. The decision to split 
was in part intended to help ease the workload of the treasurer, as the 
Aviary membership has grown to exceed that of the VOC! It would 
also allow the Aviary to form an executive committee of their own. 
The VOC and the Aviary however will continue to maintain a strong 
relationship, and the VOC’s ethos will continue to be represented 
through the Aviary’s constitution. 

Various projects and ambitions continue in the world of huts 
—thanks George Hill for spearheading many of these—various 
committees are hard at work developing a new hut registration page, 
and exploring the possibility of solar power at Phelix Hut. It would 
seem that a large tree was carried downstream and slammed into our 
bridge over Barr creek en route to Harrison Hut, but this was quickly 
remedied and a new bridge has been installed already! This was led 
and executed almost exclusively by Jeff Mottershead. The VOC has 
had continued involvement in the maintenance and revival of Lizzie 
Hut, we’ll see if anything is to come of this...

This past year we surpassed all previous records of trips run, 
with just shy of 300 events listed in the trip agenda! Thanks to our 
trips coordinator, Joe O’Brien, for volunteering his weekends to 
make many of the beginner-friendlies happen. Some highlights 
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include the return of Rock Party, which was a huge success and had 
over 160 attendees, thanks to Isobel Mouat’s organizational prowess. 
It was hosted at the newly developed Mamquam River Campground, 
which will remain as an excellent venue option for the years to 
come. 40+ VOCers welcomed the new year at Brian Waddington 
Hut, where there may have been some sort of final celebration of 
the VOC’s 100th... you should read the trip report. There has been 
a notably high demand for ice climbing trips so far in 2018, too bad 
about that global warming thing. AST courses also remain in very 
high demand.

We recently had a social event for prospective exec and bribed 
people to come with pizza and beer, it worked very well. I think the 
future is bright and I’m stoked for the exec crew that we may have 
lined up for next year.

I’m going to have to wrap it up there, as it’s now 3:30am and my 
ride up to Harrison Hut for reading break will be here soon, and 
the journal will be sent off to the printer before I return. I feel like 
I’m not the first president to be in this position. Once again, a final 
thanks to all of you that make this awesome club what it is. I hope the 
VOC means as much to you as it has to me, and if it does, consider 
getting even more involved—join the exec, lead a trip or five—you 
won’t regret it. Here’s to the next 100 years of the VOC.



13

VOC Executive

A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR
Lucy Buchanan-Parker

Earlier this year I had the privilege to lead the editorial team’s 
work on our centennial coffee table book, Antics, Epics, and 
Escapades. You would think that would be enough editing for me, 
but somehow here I am again. But one thing I know, after spending 
many months researching the history of the VOC, is just how valu-
able the VOC Journal is. Through reading previous editions of the 
journal, whether they were published five years ago or fifty, we are 
offered a window into the essence of the club in that year. 

Some people fret that with our multiple modes of communica-
tion and the possibilities of instantaneously sharing our stories and 
pictures, it is no longer clear what the Journal is for. It’s true that 
many of this year’s authors chose to submit their journal articles si-
multaneously as trip reports on the VOC website, or have already 
published them as blogs elsewhere, although I am also proud that 
there are many original writings making their exclusive debut in this 
edition. But I still think there is something worthwhile about creat-
ing an official record, in hard copy, that will be available for years 
to come. Besides, you can’t scroll the VOC Trip Reports from the 
comfort of your sleeping bag in Phelix Hut (yet)! So for now, let’s just 
be glad we have the amazing institution that is the VOC Journal and 
enjoy what this edition has to offer.

The quality and quantity of submissions this year have complete-
ly exceeded my expectations. Just a few months ago I was stressing 
about whether I was going to reach my self-imposed minimum of 
35 articles, and in the end we have 60! There are articles that make 
me laugh, like Arran Whiteford’s report of his Homathko Icefield 
Traverse, and articles that have brought me dangerously close to 
tears, like Piotr Forysinski’s “Of Rivers and Dreams.” 
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There are reports of trips I’m dying to try out myself, like Julie 
Van de Valk’s bike trip up the Dempster Highway, and reports of 
things I quite literally hope no one ever does again, like The Making 
of the VOC Centennial Book Shane Monks O’Byrne’s unintentional 
detour around the Garibaldi Neve in “22-Hour Ski Traverse.” 

This year, VOCers have been exploring Japan, Chile, and 
Europe, and also having incredible adventures in places you could 
get to with Translink, like the North Shore Mountains and Pinecone 
Burke Provincial Park. Beginners and experienced people alike have 
challenged themselves to do things they weren’t sure they could, and 
had a lot of Type II fun while they were at it. 

True to our position as a university-based club, our authors this 
year have also taken the time to educate readers about some pretty 
important subjects, including classic literature (“On Learning to Ski 
with Club Tele Gear and Other Faustian Bargains,” Joe O’Brien); 
biology (“Mosquito Sex,” Roland Burton); geology (“A Hard Lesson 
about Soft Rock,” Nick Hindley); film studies (“Shreking Up the East 
Ridge of Mt. Matier,” Heather Filyk); and animal anatomy (“Escape 
from Alpaca’s Ass,” Birgit Rogalla). I’m pretty sure that’s what that 
last one’s about, anyway.

Whether you are reading this journal the night after it is pub-
lished, or 99 years from now in preparation for VOC200, I hope you 
enjoy this glimpse into what was one year in the life of the VOC!
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HIKING AND 
SCRAMBLING

Cora Skaien at the top of Piz da Lech, Italy. Photo credit: Jake Jones

Hiking the meadows below Ochre Mountain in Athelney Pass. Photo credit: 
Joseph Gustafson.
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Mount Cook: The joy of getting to the top of something. Photo credit: Mariana 
Jarkova.

Making friends, day three of our Thanksgiving trip, on the way up to Black Tusk. Photo 
credit: Rosalynd Boxall.
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Amongst giants. Photo credit: Eric Bowes.

Easton taking an epic nap. Photo credit: Colin Harrington.



19

Hiking and Scrambling

THE TALE OF A LITTLE 
BEATING, OR HOW TO 

CATCH A MOUSE
Jens Vent-Schmidt

Driving down the winding road to our campsite, we contem-
plated how fortunate we were to embark on the Juan de Fuca trail on 
such short notice, many others seem to prepare themselves exten-
sively. Clearly, such a popular hike couldn’t be difficult. Little did we 
know that we were in for a classic type 2 fun experience and a solid 
beating.

We arrived late at night and settled into camp after a quick 
beer or two. Our high-functioning party of four included Clemens 
Adolphs (recovering from a sprained ankle), Kasia Celler (in need 
for a relaxing trip after months of editing the Centennial coffee table 
book), Ross Campbell (recovering from his broken tib-fib last win-
ter), and myself, Jens Vent-Schmidt (chronically out of shape from 
spending many city-family weekends and building muscles for my 
upcoming meniscus surgery).

After a gentleman’s start with long breakfast, we drove to the 
trailhead and started our hike, equipped with our heavy backpacks 
full of delicious food and Kasia’s small trail map, printed off at work. 
We decided to hike the trail in three days, which placed our first 
camp at Chin Beach between the two most difficult sections and 
which allowed us to catch the afternoon shuttle back home. As we 
hiked down the moist forest towards the beach we were chanting and 
talking. Clemens’ Canada Day attire (a Maple-themed plush top hat) 
attracted many comments which we decided to count and compare 
to the comments received on my flag. By the end of the trip, Clemens 
would win that friendly competition outright. We arrived at the wa-
ter not soon after and decided to take a little rest. Our expectation 
was that a waterfront hike would have us hiking mostly on the beach. 
The scenery was amazing, we observed a little otter family, birds, and 
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other wildlife such as happy campers. 
A relaxed lunch later, we continued our hike towards the so-

called “most difficult section”. Soon, our trail headed up into the 
forest. We noticed more and more signs that indicated utter  exhaus-
tion by previous hikers. One trail sign had carvings that read Juan-
De-Fucdis Trail. Not soon after, we adopted that theme. People who 
came towards us seemed very exhausted and while we were still feel-
ing fresh, the thoughts that we might have underestimated the trail 
emerged more and more often. Instead of hiking along the beach, we 
found ourselves zigzagging up and down the forest for what seemed 
forever. At dusk, we reached our camp, set up camp, and chowed 
down dinner. We also noticed that all of us had packed for 4 days, 
because we forgot that our first night was right beside the car and our 
last day would be car camping yet again. We enjoyed popcorn and 
other ridiculous desserts that we had carried along. Our day ended 
with a small fire by the beach and we all had a good night sleep.

The next morning we decided to leave a little earlier to ac-
commodate for a longer-than-planned hike and left around 10am. 
By that point, most other hikers had left already. The scenery was 
pristine and we were greeted by much wildlife and flowers. Despite 
our fatigue, the heavy feet, and the long trail left, we took extended 
breaks to enjoy the view. That day, we started with another grueling 

Descending the mud Canada Day style. Photo credit Kasia Adolphs.
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up and down through the forest. Less elevation gain but more 
mud. We planned to end the day at Sombrio Beach and enjoy the 
afternoon in the sand. Well, it was a drive-to beach and filled with 
beer-lugging car campers, so we moved on. The trail was easier now 
but we were more tired, so our progress was slow. This section was 
the muddiest and we all had different approaches to tackling the 
mud-puddles. While mine involved sneaking around gymnastically 
and jumping through bush head-first, Ross didn’t care and plowed 
right through to really test his waterproof socks. Owing to a series 
of less-than-obvious trail markers, we got lost at one point when we 
tried to stay at the beach. To get out of that cul-de-sac, we had to 
either backtrack or scramble up a little section and bushwack our 
way up. Our group split in two, with half of us moving on and half 
of us backtracking. A while later we met back on the trail. Having 
bushwhacked, I had time for a quick nap. After another few hours 
of hiking, we approached the next campsite which turned out to be 
very crowded and we knew of several other parties who would ar-
rive after us. Wanting to leave the space for them and also wanting 
some solitude, we continued towards the end of the trail as there 
was one more campsite. About 5 km before reaching our campsite, 
my right knee started acting up (my left knee had the torn meniscus 
and my right knee was supposed to be fine) and I ended up limping 
to camp. We arrived at Payzant Creek campsite shortly after dusk, 
quickly set up camp, and devoured large amounts of dinner. Never 
had I thought that dried squid in instant noodles would be so deli-
cious. Thanks Ross for being courageous and buying random food 
packages from some Asian store.

We slept long, had a good breakfast and explored the surround-
ings of our campsite. This camp was high up in the forest and not on 
the beach. We discovered a nice viewpoint, saw more wildlife, and 
decided it was time to head back to civilization. The last leg of our 
trail was fairly easy. After only two hours, we had lunch at a nice and 
secluded beach, anticipating crowds at Botanical Bay. We found both 
crowds and an impressive and gorgeous bay. After soaking up the 
natural beauty, we hiked up the road to catch the shuttle. Since it was 
quite early in the day, we went to the local pub and had a delicious 
lunch. If you ever find yourself in that pub, I strongly recommend 
veggie burger topped with bacon. We explored Port Renfrew, which 
is not a lot larger than a harbor and a few houses and we still had 
some time left before the shuttle was to arrive. We strategically used 
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that time to walk another kilometer to the local liquor store to stock 
up on beer for our last night of car camping. 

Sure enough, our campsite was full. We drove further towards 
Victoria, hoping to find a campsite on the way. We found a little 
regional park not too far down the road and while all official sites 
were taken, there was no host and we set camp on what looked like a 
campsite. As we removed our belongings from my car, I notice a lit-
tle mouse running from underneath Kasia’s beloved canvas bag and 
disappearing in the crack between the seats. Our attempts to locate 
the mouse were fruitless but we found many a droppings. Eventually, 
we decided that the mouse will leave the car once all interesting 
things are taken out back home and proceeded with the evening. 
We cooked dinner by the sea, enjoyed our beers, and celebrated 
Canada Day by singing The Anthem which Ross and I had inter-
nalized through our trip. Next morning, we got our stuff assembled 
and re-packed our packs to minimize faff back in town. As Kasia 
shoved her hat into her pack, the hat started moving vigorously. She 
unfolded it and sure enough, our little mousy companion had used 
Kasia’s dirty underwear to build a little nest. The mouse was clearly 
dumbfounded to have been discovered, leaped out of Kasia’s hat and 
ran into the forest. We confirmed that the mouse was exclusively 
interested in Kasia’s belongings and concluded that it was now suc-
cessfully removed from the car. 

Our 2017 Canada Day adventure ended after a delicious brunch 
in a random diner, followed by a gorgeous sunny ferry-ride with an 
Orca presentation by a naturalist. Thanks to everyone for your great 
company and spirit during all ups and downs of this trip. Also, thank 
you Clemens for teaching the Canadian Anthem to Ross and me, 
and Kasia for enduring our continuous butchering of tune and lyrics.

Good times were had by all!

Crossing the bridges while singing ”Oh Canada.” Photo credit Clemens 
Adolphs.
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A BEST BUDS REUNION IN 
EUROPE 

Italian Dolomites and Triglav National Park, Slovenia

Cora Skaien

Jake Jones and I became best buds and regular adventure bud-
dies during his time on exchange at UBC. Sadly, he had to return to 
Manchester to finish his degree. When Nicole Barrette and I received 
the Neil Mackenzie Adventure Grant and I knew I was headed for 
Europe,  Jake and I made plans to meet up 5 weeks earlier and to 
explore the Dolomites in Italy and Triglav National Park in Slovenia. 
With my bag packed for climbing, mountaineering and via ferrata, I 
was on my way to a best buds reunion!

Italy

After a wonderful day of exploring the “City of Bridges” (i.e., 
Venice) on June 30th, 2017, Jake and I rented a small car and headed 
to the beautiful mountain town of Cortina. Cortina has a few camp-
sites to choose from: approximately three to the south and one to the 
north. They charge by the number of cars, tents and people, and were 
typically about 21 euros per night for Jake and myself, one tent and 
one car. We stayed in Campsite Dolomiti, which had the most trees 
and therefore the most relaxing environment. It also had numerous 
buildings, including one with ping pong tables and another with a 
lovely kitchen area where we could cook.

Because I had never done via ferrata before, and because the 
weather forecast called for an afternoon thunderstorm, we began 
our journey on a relatively short, easy via ferrata: Col dei bos; Degli 
Alpini (summit 2559m; 509m gain). Via ferratas tend to be a step 
above scrambling and a step below climbing, where there are thick 
metal wires that are connected to the rock via deep metal rods. The 
via ferrata gear has two carabiners connected to bungee-like fabric 
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that is connected to your harness. As you ascend, you switch one 
carabiner at a time and ensure that each is closed fully before moving 
the other above the next metal rod. Metal rods are typically one to 
four meters apart. If you fall, you fall to the last metal rod. The guide-
book that we used for this trip was pretty good (“The Dolomites: 
Rock Climbs and Via Ferrata”, by James Rushforth), and despite be-
ing published in 2014, we would soon discover that it contained out 
of date information.

On our approach, we passed ruins of an old hospital from the 
war which were quite beautiful! I felt confident using the via ferrata 
gear rather quickly, but it took a little while getting over the fear of 
slipping, especially because I was in my hiking boots that had lost 
nearly all of their soles (i.e. had no grip), and the climbing was at 
least 5.4 in difficulty. The via ferrata set-up can only take one fall 
before the gear must be retired, and they are not cheap, so that was 
also on my mind. For the rest of the trip, I used my mountaineering 
boots instead with much better success and comfort!

The next day, we began our two-day journey on the beauti-
ful Sorapiss Circuit, which includes a large amount of hiking and 
scrambling, and three via ferratas (Francesco Berti, Sentiero Carlo 
Minazio, Alfonso Vandelli). The entire circuit is estimated to take 
14-18 hours, and reported to have no water sources along the way. 
I packed 3.5L of water, hoping that it would be sufficient, and Jake 

Cora and Jake on top of the mountain above Degli Alpini, Italy. Photo credit: 
kind stranger (Jake Jones’ camera).



25

Hiking and Scrambling

only packed 1.5L. Otherwise, my 35L pack contained my bivy, sleep-
ing mat, sleeping bag, food and warm layers. 

The weather was overcast and threatening, and we made excel-
lent time on the approach to Sorapiss Lake, which was stunningly 
beautiful. We began the long slog in the counter-clockwise direction 
of the route, up the valley. We very quickly lost sight of all other hik-
ers, which was quite the contrast to the very crowded Sorapiss Lake 
and Refugio Vandelli. 

The trail became less clear as we followed the valley. In Italy, 
every hiking trail has a number associated with it, and they are 
generally very well sign-posted. But here, we came across numerous 
junctions with no signs and had to do our best guess work. We nearly 
missed the approach scramble for the circuit and searching lost us 45 
minutes. Soon after, we found ourselves on an unbelievably exposed 
ledge, with a 1500-2000 m drop directly below us. At any point, we 
were 1-35m away from this sheer drop, and the slope leading to the 
drop was angled scree… definitely my least favourite type of surface. 
Our traverse across this ledge lasted a few hours, and very much 
tested my mental strength and fear of heights. Without anything to 
hold on to with my hands, I felt very unstable and unhappy. At least 
the views were incredibly beautiful! I managed to keep the panic at-
tacks at bay, and eventually we made it to the beginning of the first 
via ferrata. 

As we put our harnesses on, the thunderstorm rolled in and it 
began to hail. We decided that the thunderstorm was mild enough 
that the safest option was to forge forward, despite the additional 
metal near our bodies. Initially, the route was a traverse on exposed 
rock and I was very glad to be connected on via ferrata, especially as 
it became more wet and slippery in the rain. Eventually we descend-
ed ladders before beginning a long ascent up a series of ladders and 
via ferrata climbing. Once at the top, there was a final ramp that we 
passed along through the fog. The fog suddenly dissipated to reveal 
the most beautiful view of the entire day. 

Behind us, we unexpectedly saw a small red building that was 
a part of the suggested bivy site. Turns out that our bivy bags were 
not needed! This little red building was fully decked out, with bunk 
beds and a folding table. It also protected us from our friend George, 
an Ibex who came towards me baa-ing. He was very friendly to me, 
but seemed aggressive to Jake, and hiding in the shelter was highly 
advisable… we were unsure if he was after the salts from Jake’s future 
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urine, or if he had chosen me as his mate and was fending off other 
males. This bivy site is the highest point on the circuit, and we were 
feeling relieved that we had reached this point.

Day one had taken ~10 hours after our 1 hour approach to the 
lake and 1.5L of water, and we were only halfway. Luckily, we did 
not lose any time to route finding on the second day, but we did suf-
fer from 35 degree Celsius weather, contrasting strongly to the day 
before. We also initially descended into the valley, losing most of our 
elevation. The second via ferrata was not technical, but was exposed 
with sheer drops. Luckily, this section was easier mentally because 
(1) I was attached to the metal wire, and (2) there were small shrubs 
obscuring my view of the drop. We reached a second bivy site in a 
valley before our final ascent to the next highest point on the route. 

This ascent was brutal and seemingly never ending. By the time 
we were half way up, Jake and I were both out of water and exhaust-
ed. Spirits were low as we reached the high point and then began 
our via ferrata descent, which essentially was down-climbing while 
dehydrated and exhausted. There were times where I was worried 
about the ability of my brain to continue making safe, smart deci-
sions, but we did not stop. We knew that if we stopped, it would only 
make the situation worse. Jake and I barely spoke for the next two 
hours as we descended. Eventually, we made it back to the bottom 
and began hiking back to the refuge. The first person to the refuge 
would purchase 3L of water for us to drink. I arrived to chug 1L of 
water in much relief. We then hiked back out to the car, and took a 
well-deserved rest day. The entire circuit took us 10 hours the first 
day and 8 hours the second day, plus approach time and hiking out.

Cora overlooking Sorapiss Lake, Italy. Photo credit: Jake Jones.
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Before relocating to the western Dolomites, we did another via 
ferrata called Punta Fiames, Michielli Strobel (summit 2240 m; 1000 
m gain: 600 m ferrata, 400 m hiking and scrambling). We also at-
tempted to do two via ferratas on Monte Cristallo (Ivano Dibona, 
Marino Bianchi), which are at the top of a gondola, the former being 
famous for being where they filmed the opening scene of Cliffhanger. 
Unfortunately, the upper gondola has been decommissioned (for 
safety reasons) and is not scheduled to be re-built. So, unless you 
want to take the “dangerous and unpleasant 2-hour scree slope” up, 
DO NOT attempt these via ferratas as of July, 2017.

In the west, we began our journey in the Sella Pass, at a sport 
climbing crag called Città dei Sassi, which is essentially a sprawling 
boulder field of large boulders, 8-20 meters tall. There are 11 ‘sec-
tors’, some of which have many boulders associated with them. We 
had a lot of fun here, and I would recommend this area for secure, 
bolted climbing with a variety of styles from balancey and technical, 
to overhung and bouldery. 

We then attempted to do a more technical via ferrata called 
“Sandro Pertini”, which the guidebook indicated had been chopped 
down and then put back up again due to a debate concerning 
whether it was in the National Park or not. We arrived early and 
prepared for a long day, only to discover that it had once again been 
cut down and no longer existed. DO NOT attempt to do this via 
ferrata. Instead, we did a 13-hour hike through the Vallunga Valley, 
seeing many awe-inspiring views. It was quite a wonderful day, full 
of temperature swings from 35 degrees to closer to 20 degrees, and 
blistering sun to thunderstorms. The first thunderstorm lasted ten 
minutes while we scampered off a summit and the second thunder-
storm lasted much longer while we were at a safer distance below a 
ridge line. In Europe, they take getting off of mountains in thunder-
storms very seriously. So, we attempted to escape quickly whenever 
the afternoon thunderstorm came upon us (which happened almost 
every day in the Dolomites).

We finished our time in Italy with a classic via ferrata called Piz 
da Lech (2911 m; 515 m gain), with stunning views! This via ferrata 
was the most difficult of the ones that we did, and included a lot 
more ladders. I think both Jake and I found this to be the nicest fer-
rata in terms of technical aspects. 
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Slovenia

On July 15, 2017, we headed to Triglav National Park on July 
15, 2017. One thing we discovered quickly is that there is a lot of 
false or conflicting information concerning transport in Slovenia. 
The Tourist Information Center told us that we did not need to book 
bus tickets for the bus that goes to Triglav National Park, and that 
we couldn’t even if we wanted to, but we rather needed to pay the 
bus driver upon boarding. Much to our frustration, this turned out 
to not be true as we attempted to board the 10 AM bus. In fact, the 
10 AM, 11 AM and 12 noon buses were all booked full and the ear-
liest bus we could get was 1 PM. We then attempted to catch the 
last train that would go to Bled, ⅔ of the distance that we wanted 
to go, and missed it by 20 seconds after paying for the tickets. Alas, 
we settled on purchasing tickets for the 1 PM bus and waited at the 
frozen yoghurt bar across the street from the bus station (open 24 
hours! :D). Jake then found another traveller in the same situation, 
who happened to have a ukulele, and brought them to me. Ukulele 
for the win!

We were nervous about the campground space, which was lo-
cated at the end of the bus line in Ukanc. There was a second camp-
ground in Bohinj itself, but it was further away from most of the 
trailheads (but close to the nearest grocery store, 5-6 km away from 
the Ukanc campground). The campground at Ukanc is close to the 
Vogel chairlift, and a 30-minute walk from the rest of the trailheads, 
which were further up the road yet. When we arrived, we were re-
lieved to discover that they always have room for walk-in campers. 
We picked a nice spot in the trees to camp, and went to discover the 
unbelievably beautiful lake located only 40 meters away. This would 
be our base for the next week and a half. We paid by the number 
of cars (0) and people (2) (with the price of 11.32 euro per person 
per night) and we could leave our tent up while we were hiking out 
overnight, with all our excess gear in it, for free. (Luckily no one stole 
any of our stuff!)

We wanted to start our first day with a day hike to get a sense of 
the temperature changes with elevation and conditions, especially 
because we were uncertain if there would still be snow which would 
require our axes. We chose a ridge traverse, which began at the Vogel 
Gondola and went to Crna Prst, and then down to the village below. 
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This hike was not technically difficult, but was a long day of ~10 
hours of hiking. This area is known to be a botanic paradise, which 
lived up to its claim! When on the summit of Rodica (1966 m), you 
can also see the Adriatic Sea and Venice to the southwest. Along 
the entire ridge, you could see Triglav across the valley and all the 
surrounding mountains to the north. We also discovered that it re-
mained very hot even at higher elevations, and there was no snow.

The forecast suggested that we only had a few good weather 
days ahead of us before a week of rain and thunderstorms, so we 
embarked on our journey up to Triglav earlier than planned.  We 
packed our bags the same way we did for the Sorapiss Circuit in 
Italy, but doubled our water-holding capacity so as to avoid the bad 
situation we had found ourselves in previously. We decided to take 
the Seven Lakes approach, which is one of the longer, least techni-
cal, but more scenic approaches up to Triglav. The first refuge we 
encountered (Koca pri Triglavskih jezerih, 1635m), is a beautiful 
large refuge surrounded by beautiful lakes, mountains and bounti-
ful flower meadows. I would recommend this route even just to this 
point, as it was stunning!

Shortly beyond this refuge, we had the option of two different 
routes: the route to the right (southernmost route) was 100% hiking, 
and the route to the left (northernmost route) would bring us to a 
“more serious, but easy, via ferrata for the true adventurer”. We did 
not bring our via ferrata gear, but decided to take our chances on 
the more technical route. We passed many more lakes and another 
refuge. It was getting late and we had another few hours of crossing 
the via ferrata section ahead of us. We knew that the next day would 
be way too long of a day if we did not push on, so we did despite 
our exhaustion. We scrambled up a vegetation slope, following the 
faint paint markings indicating a trail and reached a ridge to reveal 
our upcoming path: a series of narrow (1-2m wide) ledges alongside 
the mountain with sheer 1500 m drops below. I was a little panicked 
because we would be doing this without any via ferrata gear, but we 
pushed on. We were well rewarded! Despite having no room for er-
ror, the surface our feet walked along was extremely stable and flat, 
and the via ferrata cable could be used as a railing at the most ex-
posed sections. We finished the traverse after a few hours, and then 
hiked up the switchbacks to the next refuge which was situated below 
the final slog to Triglav.  We were pretty exhausted after an 11-hour 
day, but still had enough water to last us at least until we reached the 
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first refuge once descending the summit of Triglav. Because we were 
cheap and did not want to pay for the refuge, we stayed 30m away 
from it, down slope in some old ruins. We set up our bivys, tried to 
be really quiet so as not to be discovered and hunkered down for the 
night.

We began the slog to the base of Triglav early. The actual ascent 
route is technically via ferrata and can be really slow because peo-
ple are both going up, and going down, with single-track traffic. We 
lucked out and managed to make good progress without needing to 
make too many awkward passings. The scrambling was technical, 
but with the addition of metal rods sticking out of the rock when 
things were slippery or tricky, ultimately, it was not too difficult. We 
made some friends along the way, and then made it to the top (sum-
mit 2864 m)!

We took a different route down, along the ridge that was slightly 
less steep. We passed one set of middle-aged Slovenian men who 

Cora ascending the technical part to the summit of Triglav. Photo credit: Jake 
Jones.



31

Hiking and Scrambling

told us that we were now honorary Slovenians, because to be a true 
Slovenian, it is said that you must summit Triglav. The thunderstorm 
began to roll in and we hastily descended, hoping to avoid the worst 
of the wet and thunder. The descent trail that we took was very steep 
and it did quite the number on my knees! But eventually, we made 
it to flat ground, where we then had another 6km hike to Bohinj 
and then another 6 km hike to Ukanc if we missed the last bus that 
departed at 5:50 PM. 

At this point, we were utterly exhausted and not speaking 
much. We had been hiking for nearly 8 hours, hiked up 700m, and 
descended 2400m. We focused on putting one foot in front of the 
other. At least the thunderstorm had passed and the sky was blue 
and clear again. Suddenly and unexpectedly, we were surrounded 
by the most beautiful canyon features we had ever seen in our entire 
lives! But alas, we REALLY did not want to miss that last bus, so we 
hastily continued, taking a few opportunistic photos. The next day, 
we returned to enjoy the canyons, a 15km round trip with no eleva-
tion changes.

We had our last two days in Triglav National Park before the 
weather was supposed to turn truly awful. On the first day, we took 
the bus to the town of Bled. Bled is unbelievably beautiful! We spent 
the day walking around the town, eating, checking out local markets 
and completing a circuit around the lake. The water here was much 
warmer than at Lake Bohinj, so we enjoyed a lot of warm water 
swimming and reading on the beach-side. 

On our last day, we took the Vogel gondola again began a 12-
hour day of unintentional peak bagging. We summited Sija peak 
(1880 m), then Vogel peak (1922 m), and then another peak that we 
believe to have been Mahavscek (2008 m), descending 500-600 m 
each time. The entire hike provided beautiful views of the Adriatic 
Sea on one side, and of Triglav and the rest of the park on the other 
side. 

Unfortunately, to get to the north where the other hikes and via 
ferratas were that we wanted to do, we needed a car. Alternatively, we 
might have been able to bus back to Ljubliana and then back north 
on a second bus, but with an additional ~12 km hike to each trail-
head. As a result, we decided to spend a few more days in Ljubliana 
and a few days in Croatia (seeing Zagreb and Plitvice National Park) 
before heading to the UK to begin our Scotland adventure. 
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JAPAN TRIP
Kasia Adolphs

For our honeymoon, Clemens Adolphs and I decided to go to 
Japan.

“Oh, awesome! Are you going to cycle?” was the question we got 
from... mostly everybody! No, we were not going to cycle. And we 
weren’t going to climb any mountains either. We were going to do 
some normal, relaxing, run-of-the-mill touristy things—visit tem-
ples and shrines, castles, some museums, eat good food, and do all 
the Lonely Planet must-dos. Or that was the plan.

Later, we realized that our idea of “normal, run-of-the-mill” is 
not the same as that of the general public, but has been warped by 
the corrupting influence of the VOC. And so, after about a week of 
enjoying normal touristy things, we did indeed plan some hiking, 
which was to be the theme for the next two weeks of our trip.

The first hike was along an ancient Buddhist pilgrimage route, 
the Kumano Kodo. We reasoned that it would be perfectly normal to 
do this route (sometimes 18km in a day) with all of the stuff we had 
brought for our 3-week trip. This included things like a hair brush, 
several pairs of shoes, our big fat Lonely Planet, and so on. Running 
along the trail (sure, our packs were heavy, but not as heavy as they 
can be on a ski traverse!), we passed other tourists who looked on in 
amazement. We laughed merrily, joking that the VOC has made us 
into what we are, and that this was still way easier than anything the 
VOC would call high-output.

I particularly enjoyed the time that we had lunch in a shelter 
along this route where another couple, slightly older than us, but 
not by much, couldn’t get over how heavy our packs were. They had 
decided to send their luggage ahead via a special luggage transfer 
service, and to catch a bus for part of the route, because they thought 
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the distance was too great. After finishing their lunch, they headed 
off. First they headed up the road… in the wrong direction. Then 
they headed down the road… in the wrong direction. Then they fi-
nally noticed the large trail marker, and headed along the trail, now 
in the right direction. I had to make fun of them, grateful for my ex-
perience in the mountains, following trails marked and unmarked, 
always paying attention to where I have come from, and where I am 
going next.

The VOC has also taught us to enjoy being out even in adverse 
conditions. This served us well on this trip, as the weather deterio-
rated from the tropical climate we had enjoyed in Kyoto at the start 
of the trip (30 deg. C +) to now a decidedly more moist situation. 
And while the wet and windy weather kept the giant killer hornets 
grounded, it did add a dose of type-two fun to our relaxing hike. Like 
when on our final day, we were based at Yunomine Onsen (a hot-
spring town), and went for a “little” walk to pass some time between 
lunch and dinner—and ended up getting thoroughly soaked in an 
extended torrential downpour.

Our purely touristy trip to Japan also included a stay at the 
Kamikochi in the Japanese Alps. The Alps are apparently most 

Kasia Adolphs enjoys the first snow of the winter, Japanese Alps. Photo credit 
Clemens Adolphs.
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gorgeous during the fall, when the leaves change colour to yellow, 
orange, and red. We stayed in a rather luxurious mountain hotel (not 
VOC-style at all) but planned on doing two days of hiking while 
we were there. On the first day it was pouring rain (again), but we 
decided to head out regardless. The lady at the reception asked us 
anxiously: “where are you going?!” We told her we wanted to head 
up to Chogatake, a mountain ridge roughly 4 hours away (based on 
our terrible map, which was actually only a rough sketch of the area, 
without proper details, distances or elevations). She exclaimed “but 
there’s snow up there!” We brushed off her concern, said “ahhh… 
we’ll be fine, don’t worry!” and promised to be back by 4pm – al-
though it didn’t get dark until 5:30pm or so. We didn’t look as pre-
pared as the other Japanese hikers, who were decked out in moun-
taineering gear and lots of other things of questionable usefulness, 
but we thought we would be ok and also said we would turn back if 
it got sketchy. We soon encountered the promised snow, which was 
quite slippery, but Clemens was happy to continue (even in his run-
ning shoes), and it was beautiful, so we did. He reckoned that if we 
made it to the hut and got the chance to warm up a bit, he wouldn’t 
get frostbite on his feet.

At the top of the ridge, we couldn’t see much, but thought to our-
selves—if we were to put a hut here, where would we put it? And that 
is precisely where we found it! The hut wardens were quite surprised 
to see us given the conditions, and happily fed us udon and ramen, 
after which we headed back down.

This little trip also made us feel quite good about ourselves and 
our VOC education. A few times on the way up to Chogatake, I 
questioned whether or not we were being reasonable (I didn’t want 
the Japanese SAR to have to find us, silly Canadians hiking around 
in the snow in their running shoes), but since the path was mainly 
well-defined, we felt confident and safe. Near the top of the ridge we 
couldn’t see much, but we could see enough to see that there were no 
steep cliffs (it was a rounded, gentle ridge), and we knew based on 
the elevation (according to Clemens’ watch) and the trail markers 
along the way that we were almost at the hut. If we hadn’t actually 
found it, we would have been very disappointed and hungry, but we 
still had plenty of strength to head back down, so I don’t think we 
did anything too crazy.

On the second day of hiking we had absolutely beautiful weather. 
The larches were golden in the beautiful fall light, and the peaks were 
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bright and snow-covered from the day before. We headed up to the 
two huts in the Karasawa valley. On this day there were many more 
people on the trail, and we passed most of them, struggling under 
the weight of their gigantic packs and suffocating in their down jack-
ets. We, meanwhile, had stripped down to our t-shirts, because when 
the sun came out, it actually got quite warm. That was the humorous 
highlight for us that day—the excessively-prepared Japanese, who 
obviously had not heard of the “Fast and Light” approach to hiking/
mountaineering.

All in all, we had a wonderful holiday, highlighted by amaz-
ing food, kind and generous people, and a beautiful and interest-
ing country of contrasts. Next time we will head up to Hokkaido to 
check out the famous Japanese skiing!

Kasia and Clemens Adolphs on the Chogatake ridge, Japanese Alps. Photo 
credit Kasia Adolphs.
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PINECONE-BURKE 
TRAVERSE

August 24-31, 2017

Richard Shaw, Birgit Rogalla, Vincent Hanlon, and 
Cassandra Elphinstone

Grand ideas for a summer traverse, for some reason, are al-
ways conceived in the spring; then follows an obsession with routes 
and logistics that lasts at least six months, many emails, anxious 
discussions about kilometers-per-day and impassable cliffs, and 
finally–-departure.

We arrived in Squamish one morning late in August to meet 
Arran Whiteford. Our car faff was extensive: since our plan was 
to hike the full length of Pinecone Burke Provincial Park from 
Watersprite Lake to Widgeon Lake, we recruited Arran to drive us 
to the Watersprite trailhead, Harlin Brandvold to drive Birgit’s car 
back to Vancouver, and Ross Campbell and Tom Curran to drive to 
the south end of Pitt Lake with two canoes and then paddle out to 
Widgeon to meet us at the end of the trip. Thank you all!

Arran chatted while the four of us faffed in the parking lot 
and took a picture–-then we ambled anticlimactically up the log-
ging road. It was pleasantly sunny, but everyone had something to 
worry about. Cassandra was worrying about the weight of her pack, 
10 Ibs more than everyone else’s, as she’d glimpsed on the luggage 
scale Richard had brought to the trailhead. Birgit was occupied with 
the two wasp stings she acquired almost immediately. Vincent was 
trying to convince everyone that the bright orange Chicken of the 
Woods he found (a fungus) was edible. And Richard, of course, was 
calculating each person’s daily ration of sunscreen, anxious that we 
would soon run out.

Richard, you see, was in charge of bringing sunscreen for two 
people for the entire trip. In the labyrinth of the internet he had read 
that 1 L of sunscreen was necessary to cover two people head-to-toe 
for eight days, and since he was packing with little sleep late into the 
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night, he believed it. Cassandra, wise in the ways of the interwebs, 
brought less than a quarter of that. Heated discussions ensued, and 
Richard had reluctantly left one 500 mL bottle in the car, making 
dire predictions that we’d be four lobsters by the time we reached the 
Five Fingers.

Well, we reached Watersprite Lake and the new hut beside it, 
passed them both, and climbed up the pass to the left of Watersprite 
Peak. The descent from here was uncertain, and we were lucky to 
find a steep loose gully that led all the way down to flower-filled 
gravel flats in the valley below. We crossed over to the lower flanks 
of Crawford Peak and started up through steep meadow and forest. 
The going was slow (or so we thought), but we made it to the high, 
still-snow-covered lake near the top of the mountain before dark and 
camped with beautiful views on the Pinecone group and the sunset 
silhouettes of the peaks west of Watersprite. At dinner we learned 
that tofu does not rehydrate well, tried some of Vincent’s lemony 
fungus fried in olive oil, and slept soon afterwards. 

We predicted the next day would be one of the easiest of the 
trip, since the map said our net elevation change would be near zero. 
We didn’t want to dawdle, though, and so we ate, packed, and de-
parted efficiently, wandered around the side of Crawford Peak, slid 
and bushwhacked quickly down to the broad heathery pass north 
of Cotard Peak, and climbed up to the rarely-visited lakes on its 

Left to right: Richard Shaw, Vincent Hanlon, Birgit Rogalla, and Cassandra El-
phinstone, blissfully ignorant of what’s to come. Photo credit: Arran Whiteford.
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northern slopes. Here it was all talus and snow, and we swam quickly 
in the bright water before ascending up steep snow to the high sad-
dle west of the peak for lunch. 

Over the next few kilometers, the bushy descent to the low for-
ested saddle south of Cotard Peak and the climb up to the ridge north 
of Pinecone Lake, Birgit pioneered one of the trip’s major technical 
innovations: the blueberry buttslide. Many of our descents involved 
steep forest thickly carpeted with blueberry. We’d weave through 
cliff bands downwards, but since slippery blueberry stems offer poor 
footing we often fell. Birgit expedited the process by sitting down 
right away–-surprisingly, buttsliding was at least as efficient as walk-
ing and a lot less tiring. 

Hours later, we left the bush and ascended a mossy boulder field 
to the alpine, then followed four mirror-like tarns up a wide bleak 
valley into the evening. We made it to the ridgetop just before sunset, 
exhausted, a bit shell-shocked by the bush’s brutality, but exhilarated 
to see our camping spot beside another small snow-covered lake 
nearby.

The snow was icy in the morning but we trotted along (Cassandra 
with crampons), contouring below what we thought was Pinecone 
Peak and then following the ridge south. We knew this would prob-
ably be one of our easiest days, since we had barely any uphill to do. 

Everyone says this about their trips, we know–-but the views 
were spectacular. Really some of the most stunning in the VOC’s 
usual stomping grounds around Squamish and Pemberton. The clas-
sic mountains were all in a ring around us: Garibaldi and Mamquam 
to the north, the Misty Icefield, Judge Howay, Robie Reid, and 
Meslillooet to the east and south, then Cathedral, the Lions, 
Brunswick, and Skypilot to the west, and near the north again, the 
Tantalus. And the lakes… and the mountains in the park itself… and 
the isolation!  So near Vancouver, and yet we spoke to only one other 
person in all the days after Watersprite Lake 

We continued up over the real Pinecone Peak (by mistake), had 
lunch, and considered our route options. The way we had charted 
went steeply down the backside of Mt. Gillespie, and it looked nasty. 
We chose to take a shortcut down to November Lake, and then 
around to the northern slopes of Pollen Peak. After passing another 
another snow-covered lake, we found a rocky overlook that offered a 
choice of four or five talus-gullies disappearing into the steep forest 
below. After some investigation we chose a central one that looked 
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mellow, and sped (relatively speaking) downwards. 
Of course, it was not so simple. The gully, steep-sided, ended in 

a cliff. So we backtracked a bit, scrambled out into sketchily steep 
forest while dangling from blueberry bushes, and cut left in search of 
a better gully. We couldn’t descend (more cliffs), and when we found 
the next gully it was lined with cliffs. Damn. We scouted the forest 
below and found terrifying cliffs. Damn. Then Birgit found a way 
into the gully, and found some sketchy slippery little cliffs. We were 
desperate, so two more of us went in for a second opinion, balked, 
and returned to the forest–-Goddamn. We probed our cliffy options 
in the forest again, balked, then returned to the gully for a second 
opinion, slithered uncomfortably down the little cliff, found another 

cliff, swore, slithered uncomfortably down it, continued, skirted an 
awkward slab, and then stepped into sunshine, out of the gully, and 
bushwhacked over scree to the lake.

More blueberries, some atrocious sidehilling over cliffs, a hor-
rible plant-rappel on fragile hellebore and spiky salmonberry as it 
grew dark, and a final stumbling exhausted climb to the alpine lake 
underneath the peak, only to find no lake and dense buzzing clouds 
of mosquitoes. 

In the morning, mosquito bites and muscles were sore and we 
were tired. The next day was supposed to be one of the easiest–-
-“we say that every day,” grumbled Richard, “but our shortest day 

The route we took dropped down towards November Lake, instead of following 
the windy ridge that leads up Mt. Gillespie. Photo credit: Birgit Rogalla.



40

VOC Journal 60, 2018

has been 10 hours and we never finish before sunset.” Well, it was 
true, and we were barely making our daily distance, without time for 
extended breaks, peaks, long swims, or much leisure at all.

The map showed a gentle stretch of forest across the ridge, so we 
hiked up and over to it. Of course, it was cut deep with gullies, but 
we expected that. The bush was thick, as usual, and sometimes we 
four were invisible to each other even when only a few meters apart. 
More often we saw only hats and helmets bobbing along through the 
leaves. 

The climb up the next subalpine ridge, along, and down to the 
pair of lakes north of Meslillooet was surprisingly pleasant. We 
swam at the larger lake, ate, washed our clothes, examined Richard’s 
mosquito-ravaged back (hundreds of bites), dove after dropped 
soap, and debated our route. Then we climbed up towards the next 
ridge and crossed flat open slabs and bushes strewn with mountain 
goat hair to the bump across the glacier from Meslillooet, watched 
a serac tumble down, scoured the ridge for water, and camped with 
the sun nearing the horizon.  

Before long we noticed a cloud of smoke hanging over the 
Mamquam valley. A new forest fire! A few planes buzzed overhead 
from Vancouver, and we saw helicopters dipping into the smoke. 
We were so close to the metropolis that Richard could phone in to 
report it–-in fact, we could see the city lights over the dark shoulder 

Birgit and Richard grumpily eating breakfast while swarmed by mosquitos. 
Photo credit: Cassandra Elphinstone.
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of Meslillooet. It was a striking mix of wild scenery with signs of our 
urban life, and it was a perfect evening. We sat in the dark looking 
over the broad glacier and towards the wizardly spires of our next 
destination, the Five Fingers group to the south. 

The next day we scrambled along a bare ridge to the divide be-
tween the east and west glaciers of Meslillooet. From there a short 
blocky ridge and steepening snow climbed to the intersection at 
Meslillooet’s east ridge. With the peak a mere stone’s throw away to 
the west, we faced a delicate situation: could Vincent be successfully 
convinced to abandon his long-held ambitions on Meslillooet for the 
sake of maintaining the illusion that we were running on time?

After a little discussion and a little more disappointment we con-
tinued towards the Five Fingers, resolving (again) to avoid all “short” 
cuts. We scrambled along the rocky and snowy east ridge and made a 
short descent down onto the glacier, which we quickly crossed to its 
southeast corner, roping up more because “we’d carried the bloody 
rope this far” than because of any fear of crevasses. From here we 
descended eastwards towards a beautiful (unnamed) lake complete 
with ice floes—perfect for a lunchtime swim!

With sore muscles soothed by their ice bath, we headed back 
onto the ridge crest to consider our next steps. Climb onto a higher 

Richard and Cassandra ferry a bag of gear on our thermarest raft. Photo 
credit: Birgit Rogalla.
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scrambly ridge, or wait, what’s that? You’ve found a sequence of lakes 
in the valley beneath connected by extremely mellow contours? Well 
that seems like a shortcut that can’t possibly go wrong.

Like all similar ideas, it all started so well. A descent down the 
highway of the alpine (more talus) to a beautiful, clear, sunny lake 
made for very quick travel, and expectations (and hopes) soared. 
However, the universe fired a few warning shots: Vincent dropped 
his sunglasses under some talus and had to crawl in up to his ankles 
to retrieve them, and then as we began to traverse the lake shore we 
had to take off our boots to get through some deeper patches.

By this point Richard dropped back a little due to an overly 
meticulous removal and stowing of his boots, which delayed him 
enough that he was extremely surprised when he rounded the corner 
to find Cassandra and an inexplicably undressed Birgit attempting to 
conjure a raft out of two thermarests and some hiking poles. After 
a few moments’ thought the issue became clear: the 15 m wide cliff 
around the corner plunged 5 m deep into the water with no ledge or 
shallows to walk along. While Vincent went off to scout for a higher 
route over the cliffs, the remaining three assembled the raft before 
commencing sea trials. After some time Vincent returned, claiming 
to have found a longer route around the top, but by that point it was 
too late. The majority had long since decided that it couldn’t provide 
nearly as much fun as plan ‘Naked Bag Raft Ferry’. After four or five 
trips ferrying the contents of our packs across the great divide, we 
swam across ourselves, abandoning our troubles on the far shore. 

Looking down towards the next lake, it was a touch further down 
and slightly steeper than expected, and so we fell into the routine 
of searching for alternative routes, circling the bluffs on which we 
were standing before committing to a bushy bench that descended 
towards a questionable bushy gully. We soon regrouped at the lower 
lake, ready to face the next trial: the numerous cliff bands near the 
outflow. Playing to our strengths we climbed up and down bushy 
cliffs, before finding our route. As we walked on towards the next 
difficulty we reflected on our “shortcut”, glad to see the back of it, 
but regretting that we didn’t have the time to explore one of the most 
idyllic areas of the traverse.

By this time, it was early evening and our intended camp lay far 
ahead, on the other side of an imposing peak, which we had very 
little idea how to ascend. Picking a gully that ran up between two sub 
peaks we fought through thick bush before coming across a steep 
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talus field that led up rapidly. Arriving at the top of the gully as night 
was closing in, we blundered around for another hour through steep 
bluffs to reach our campsite by the light of our head torches. We 
pitched our tents, stocked up on water (avoiding the crayfish) and 
settled down for another tasty dinner.

The next day we set off for a long descent and an equally long 
climb back up towards the Five Fingers, hoping for fast travel, yet 
knowing that this section had sufficiently demoralized the previous 
group that attempted this traverse. After running into a few cliff 
bands and descending through thick brush, we eventually found a 
rocky gully leading straight down. The problem was it did not lead 
directly towards the Five Fingers but instead seemed to point to-
wards Pitt Lake and one of our exit routes. We stopped to study the 
map. The contours between us and the Five Fingers looked steep, 
but although our rocky gully promised mellower contours it added 
distance to our day. We began to calculate the time needed finish the 
traverse, knowing that we were behind schedule already. In a few 
days’ time, Cassandra needed to catch a flight to Chile. We figured 
that we could finish in time only if everything went according to 
plan (which it hadn’t so far), and a number of the cruxes we had 
spotted on google earth still lay ahead. In the end we decided that we 
should head out towards Pitt Lake and request a water taxi pick-up.

Wading down Bull Creek. Photo credit: Birgit Rogalla.
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Our planned escape route looked hilly, so we plotted a new one. 
A nearby creek, Bull Creek, eventually ran into Boise Creek beside 
one of the closer and newer looking logging roads. So far, following 
creeks had been an easy way to travel, since bushwacking slowed us 
down considerably. 

Decision made in favour of Bull Creek, we began to head down. 
We had a mixed feeling, relieved to have made the right decision but 
disappointed that we could not finish the whole traverse. We headed 
down through some meadows and swamp. The blueberries were 
abundant and we made fairly fast progress towards Boise Creek. All 
too soon the ecosystem changed and we found ourselves swimming 
through forests of devil’s club and other thorny plants. It was an in-
teresting old growth rainforest with beautiful enormous trees, but 
we soon discovered it also contained ferocious wasps. 

This lovely valley, it turns out, was infested with the meanest, 
most trigger-happy wasps you ever saw. Every few minutes we’d hear 
a buzzing and then we’d be sprinting and falling and getting stung. 
Birgit got stung the most (20 stings combined on this day and the 
next!), and this made us paranoid and unsettled–-twitching when-
ever a fly buzzed past, and tensely watching every footstep for a flash 
of yellow. 

After an hour or two of wasps and thorns we made it down to 
Boise Creek for lunch with a dip in a pretty pool. Birgit’s shirt tried 
to escape downstream but we caught it before it got too far. Feeling 
refreshed, we decided to try hiking directly down the river. After not 
too long it became clear that this was much easier travel (nearly 1 
km/hr!), but also that the river was getting wider. After a short dis-
cussion Birgit changed into sandals, Cassandra put on her barefoot 
runners and Richard and Vincent decided to get their boots wet. At 
the time this seemed like a good plan. After all we were only about 2 
km from the logging road, right?

Hiking down the river was fun and beautiful. After a kilometer 
or so, we began to notice that the banks of the creek were getting 
steeper and steeper. We decided the next time we saw an easy way up 
out of the creek we should take it. Another couple of minutes later, it 
became clear that the banks were only getting steeper and there was 
more and more water in the creek. Should we head back upstream to 
find a way up? There was one possible slope that looked like it might 
go. Cassandra led a rope up without a pack and it seemed alright so 
we followed up on prusiks. 
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As the evening encroached, we made the last push to the logging 
road 1 km away in the dim light under massive old growth cedars. 
The map showed a flat valley bottom at the confluence of Bull and 
Boise Creeks, so we were surprised to see the ground sloping down-
wards as we approached the junction and the logging road. Suddenly, 
it all became very clear: we had arrived at the intersection of two 40-
60 m deep canyons, each with a creek invisible in its depths, and the 
logging road was on the other side only 200 m away. 

There was nothing to do but find a flat spot to camp and try to 
find a way out in the morning, though we sent a message by InReach 
to friends in Vancouver to ask whether the crossing was possible at 
all (no answer). We were disheartened, and the gloomy campsite 
we found offered no water for dinner or breakfast. Cassandra and 
Richard made an unlikely foray in search of a stream, but they soon 
returned. The forest was so dark, thick, and disorienting that you 
could walk 10 m away from camp and only find your way back by 
calling to your companions. It was time for a potluck consisting of 
our emergency chocolate bars and blueberries gathered from the 
surrounding bushes. That night we had confusing dreams, revealing 
hidden talus-fields that descended into the canyon bringing us to 
the logging road, or mystical connections between Boise Creek and 
Boise Idaho, and woke drenched in sweat. 

In the morning we agreed that the junction of the creeks was im-
passable, and that we had better retrace our steps, cross Bull Creek, 
and search for a way across Boise Creek farther downstream. We 
rappelled back down to the water, drank thirstily, and Cassandra 
led a rope up the slippery canyonside opposite. Birgit was grateful 
for her prusik as her arms had swollen with the wasp stings enough 
that they were mostly useless. At Boise Creek we found more wasps 
(Vincent got stuck clinging to a tree at the edge of a cliff while they 
buzzed around his head) and, after a while, Richard found a pos-
sible crossing. A massive old tree trunk bridged the creek (really a 
river, by now) exactly where the canyon walls relented a little. As we 
descended we found that it was suspiciously like the remnants of a 
trail; then we saw bits of old SAR flagging tape and an old rap station 
for the last few meters to the creekside (it later turned out that a 
lone hiker had vanished in the area a few years back and was never 
found). 

We crossed the log bridge, clambered up to the overgrown road, 
and bushwhacked down it for half an hour until we found ourselves 
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on a helipad at the end of an improbably broad and well-maintained 
logging road. Very relieved, we had lunch, trotted down the road 
to the next bridge (to make sure it existed), and camped early. In 
the morning, we walked 10 km or so down to the Pitt River and 
found ourselves a quiet little beach on the riverbank covered with elk 
tracks, and we slept, swam, and ate in the sun like something out of 
Mark Twain–-a perfect peaceful day. (We saw a seal swim by, too, far 
away from its native saltwater!)

Even though we were only 2 km from the dock at the end of 
Pitt Lake, we were quite concerned about making our 9:00 AM ap-
pointment with the water taxi the next morning because our sense 
of distance and time was so skewed by bushwhacking. So we arrived 
early, but the boat had arrived earlier and the skipper was just setting 
out to look for us in his car. We raced down the lake in no time at all, 
a beautiful trip, and Ross soon met us in the parking lot at the other 
side with fresh fruit and juice (thank you!). After a decadent brunch 
in Coquitlam, Ross taught us the Salty Dog Rag for the Centennial 
Banquet and we were home.

Cassandra crossing the massive escape log over Boise Creek. Photo credit: 
Richard Shaw.
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DESSICATION ON 
ELECTRIC PEAK

Jeff Mottershead

A couple years ago, we did a family vacation in Teton Village, 
Wyoming, which was rad in many respects, but I was getting a little 
itchy to do at least one day where I really pushed myself. I’d been 
poking around the  Hiking Yellowstone National Park  guidebook 
and decided on Electric Peak. I scheduled a balloon ride for my wife 
and son and booked myself a morning.

Electric peak is 3350m and is named for its lighting. The hike 
is 29.0km and gains about 1300m. The guidebook makes a bunch 
of noise about how you need to summit by mid-morning to be sure 
that you’re not going to get zapped. It recommends doing the ap-
proach hike on the first day, getting up at dawn and summiting on 
the second day, then camping at the same place and hiking out on 
the third day. The trail is allegedly a “Category H climb,” and in the 
introduction they say that, “Incidentally, ‘H’ stands for Horrible”

A half mile from the summit, the Category H trail disappears, 
and it’s a half mile of “a cross between scrambling and climbing...Be 
very careful on this last stretch, which can be hazardous, especially if 
you aren’t an experienced rock climber.” 

“In some cases the summit of Electric Peak is a destination of a 
long day hike from Glen Creek Trailhead, but only for the very fit. 
This would probably rank as the hardest but most spectacular day 
hike in the park,” says the guidebook. Whatever. The guidebook is 
written for lazy, out-of-shape people. If it even raises the day hike as 
a possibility, then why not?

I more or less stopped paying attention to the guidebook for all 
the fearmongering and so I missed the part that says you won’t find 
any water on the route. That was really the important part.
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I woke up at 4am and drove from the hostel in Teton Village to 
the Glen Creek Trailhead. It should be a 2.5-hour drive, but an hour 
and a bit of roadwork delays and a bit of faffing had me starting to 
hike at 8am. I had some chewy bars and 3L of water in a small day 
pack. The first 3km were pretty flat. There was a gulch that had some 
water in it, but I didn’t fill up because I hadn’t drank that much and I 
assumed that there’d be more later.

From about 3km to 9km there were lots of bugs. It’s not the worst 
bug experience of my life, but it was in the top ten. It was stupen-
dously hot and dry, so I hadn’t brought long sleeves or pants, but I 
could make so the bugs not land on me if I ran at a good clip, so that’s 
what I did. During this period I sweated out much more than 3L 
and drank most of what I had, but was still thirsty. Unaware of what 
the guidebook plainly said about there being no water, I continued 
booking it under the assumption that I could sweat all I wanted and 
drink when I found water.

At the 9.3km mark, there’s the turnoff from the main trail to the 
Electric Peak spur. It’s pretty obvious when you cross the dry creek 
bed just before the spur that there’s no chance of water on the way to 
the summit. The trail follows a dusty, vegetation-free, uninterrupted 
ridge to the summit, and there isn’t the slightest wrinkle in the ter-
rain that could be hiding water.

To my left, down a steep and nasty bushwhack and about 300m 
below, was a river. I could see the water taunting me. The main 
trail seemed to have a high point at the spur to Electric Peak, and 
I thought that this might eventually cross the river if I followed it 
(turns out it did, and quite soon) but I didn’t know for sure, as I’d left 
the guidebook in the car. My choices were clear. Bushwhack down 
and get water for sure but have a hell of a time doing so, follow the 
main trail and hope for the best, or summit desiccated. The prospect 
of lightning and a fretful wife made me choose thirst.

The trail up the ridge was optimally designed to remove water 
from a person. It was wicked hot, I didn’t see a hint of a cloud all 
day, the air was parched, and there was a brisk wind. The must have 
been a bunch of sweat coming out of me, but I was dry. Every time I 
breathed my mouth felt drier.

The summit block isn’t particularly steep, but it’s loose enough 
that it’s understandable that six people have died on it. My wife’s 
book on misadventure in Yellowstone doesn’t make it clear if they 
were all falls or if some were lightning, but if I had to bet, I’d say all 
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were falls.
The view was impressive. You’ll have to take my word for it be-

cause my camera was on a hot-air balloon above the Tetons.
About halfway down from the summit, my mouth went from 

what we’d normally call dry—sticky and gross—to a genuinely dusty 
dry. If I had to put a stamp on an envelope, my only chance would 
have been to put it between my back and backpack.

I really started to slow down. Up until that point I’d made pretty 
decent time, probably summiting at around 10:30am, but as much 
as I wanted to get out of the sun and back to the creek near that 
trailhead, I was reduced to a half-run, half-walk stagger. 

When I was back to the bug factory, the red flies that had plagued 
me in the morning were on lunch break, but the horseflies had come 
out in force to replace them. Some flailing was added to my stagger. 

“You’ll be missing something if you don’t take the short side trip 
to Cache Lake,” says the guidebook. I assumed the thing that I’d be 
missing if I didn’t go to the lake was water, so I took the turnoff, 
which was 7.9 km from the car. On route to Cache Lake, I crossed 
Reese Creek. It was just a trickle of muck, and Cache Lake had to be 
soon, so I passed it by. I imagined myself swimming in Cache Lake 
simultaneously drinking and absorbing water through my skin as I 
frolicked in the shimmering, clear water.

Cache Lake is surrounded by a heinous ring of muddy reeds. 
There would be no drinking, let alone frolicking. The best I could 
hope to do would be squeezing some water out of the mud. I deject-
edly went back to Reese Creek and drank bottle after bottle of brown 
water with floaties. The flow was so paltry that it took longer to fill a 
bottle than to drink it.

I got back to the car at about 1:30pm. I had hoped to be back in 
Teton Village by then. I was late enough that I knew my wife would 
be worried, but I couldn’t call as her cell was defunct so she’d taken 
mine to coordinate with the balloon people. I really wanted to eat 
something, but I knew that I shouldn’t.

On the way back there was the same roadwork that had delayed 
me in the morning, but this time with way more people clogging 
things up. Once I was through the roadwork, things got even worse. 
Cars were backed up till the end of time, and we were moving one 
car length at a time for an hour and a half. In the end I think the only 
cause for the delay was that someone stopped to take a picture of 
some sort of wildlife and set up a tripod. Although there was no sign 
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of the wildlife (it probably had been gone for more than an hour), 
there were people with cameras by the side of the road ready to snap 
the picture as soon as whatever it was reappeared. Every car that 
went by the tripods felt that they should just stop in the middle of the 
road for 10 seconds and try to see what the people with the tripods 
were looking at. 10 seconds times 900 cars is an hour and a half. 

Despite all the thirst, the most wretched part of the trip was the 
people looking at some animal, probably not even something inter-
esting—just some useless ungulate that wasn’t even there. 
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GOING FOR THE GOLD 
(THE GOLDEN HINDE)

Sarah Taylor, Mirtha Gamiz, and George Hill

Participants: George Hill, Anna La Lau, Esther Li, Sarah Taylor, 
Nick Hindley, Mirtha Gamiz, Felix Ossig-Bonanno

Thursday, August 17, 2018 Sarah Taylor

In the spirit of the peak bagging challenge that has been taking 
place this summer, our group signed on to attempt to summit the 
Golden Hinde, the tallest peak on Vancouver Island. It is a trip that 
has been done in less than 24 hours, but most parties take three to 
seven days, out and back.

The four of us gals were based on the mainland, so we took the 
5:30pm ferry from Horseshoe Bay to Departure Bay in Nanaimo. 
We were met at the other end by our drivers, George and Nick. As 
it was Nick’s birthday, Anna suggested that someone from George’s 
car pick up a cake for Nick on the way so we could keep it a surprise. 
Nick was following George’s car, so we all stopped at the store to pick 
up “Advil” for Anna, who happened to be the only passenger not in 
Nick’s car. She somehow managed to grab a cake without anyone 
noticing, and we were on our way.

We drove for a couple of hours to reach Dolly Varden point on 
the Northeast side of Upper Campbell Lake, where we were met by 
one of Nick’s work friends, Felix. After putting together some air 
mattresses on the beach to sit on, we poured some beers. As soon 
as we were all together on the beach, Anna brought over the most 
incredible chocolate mousse cake! We sang happy birthday, then 
promptly helped devour the cake. After some good conversation and 
star gazing, we went off to sleep.
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Friday, August 18, 2017 Mirtha Gamiz

After our brief celebration of Nick’s birthday, everyone woke 
up early and got ready to head towards the Strathcona-Westmin 
Provincial Park. Once at the trailhead, located next to the Myra Falls 
Mine, we divided tents and equipment for the 4-day trip. A water-
melon was included as part of the essentials and Felix decided he 
would carry it to the top, eat it, then wear it as helmet for the descent. 

The first section of the trip included a daunting number of 
switchbacks at low grade; these allowed us to chat a bit, hear awe-
some stories about caving and learn new words like ‘tramping’ (word 
used for hiking in New Zealand). 

After the switchbacks were over, we arrived at Arnica Lake which 
was received by all of us with pleasure in our VOC swim birthday 
suits. Once refreshed and less smelly, we continued our journey 
onto Philips Ridge. A few kilometers up the ridge we found a survey 
marker and thus completed our first peak of the trip, P1. From there 
we could finally see the Golden Hinde! 

After a couple of pictures, we continued on towards the next 
peak, P2. Sarah was starting to get very excited about all the peak 
bagging involved in this trip; George and Nick jokingly named the 
peaks Allen and Robertson on the GPS since the original names were 
not very creative. The last peak to summit on the ridge was Terror 

Left to right: Esther, Mirtha, Anna, Sarah, Nick and Felix.
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peak. The peak was named on Robin Tivy’s trip when their group 
lost the trail and ended up having to down climb a class 3, 6 meter 
ledge, which Betsy Waddington described as “absolutely terrifying”. 
We were more fortunate and managed to avoid the Terror, yet still 
got some photos on the peak.

The day was long so we continued following the cairns along the 
ridge until it was time to descend towards our campsite. The descent 
was a bit tricky since it was steep, and a combination of tiredness 
and slips got most of our bums full of dirt. After our 20 km hike, we 
arrived at Carter Lake (approx 1,250 m elevation) just as the sun set. 
Everyone was tired but very happy after we accomplished our goal 
of the day. A brave few of us bagged our second lake as part of the 
VOC skinny dipping challenge. Anna found the perfect spot to set 
her tent where Mirtha and she slept. Dinner and plans were made for 
the following day. 

Saturday, August 19, 2017 George Hill

The valley surrounding us was very steep, so at our 7am wake 
the valley was still shrouded in the shadow of Burman. Even so, it 
was brighter than when we had arrived, and we were truly able to 
appreciate the spectacular colour of the lake.  Today’s weather was 
forecasted to be cloudy with a chance of showers, but this couldn’t 
have been more wrong as there wasn’t a cloud in sight. For our sum-
miting day, we couldn’t have asked for anything better. With every-
one packed up, we headed up beside Carter Lake and filled our water 
at a small waterfall from the creek that fed the Lake. We continued 
up past Opal Lake and over the small hill that separated Opal Lake 
from Schjelderup Lake. Descending down a small col, we encoun-
tered one of the most gorgeous sights of the trip: Schjelderup Lake 
sparked a breathtakingly brilliant blue with the Golden Hinde’s 1000 
m prominence fully visible immediately behind the lake. It was here 
that we bagged our third lake of the trip!

By the time we reached the other side of the lake, Felix admitted 
that the watermelon felt more like a bowling ball, and looked too 
darn appetizing to continue without devouring it. And devoured like 
candy it was. After our candy break, we headed up to the Burman 
ridge in search of the twin tarn’s camp that received such rave re-
views from Robin Tivy in his trip report in 2003. It was about 1:30pm 
when we reached the camp. Not surprisingly, here we immediately 
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bagged our 4th lake. Mirtha’s knee was bothering her a bit and so 
she decided stay back at camp rather than continue on. With sunset 
around 8pm, we were starting to become concerned that we would 
not reach the peak before our 5pm turn around time and so we made 
the decision to split into two groups. Nick, Esther, Felix and I went 
ahead in one group and Sarah and Anna followed behind. 

After leaving twin tarns, the ridge descended about 100 or so 
meters vertically into a gully that seperated the Schjelderup Lake 
drainage from the Burman Lake drainage. In the gulley we were only 
about 50m away from Burman Lake, however many of us were still 
recovering from our last dip in one of the tarns, and did not want to 
descend to the lake rather than ascend. We made a decision that we 
would bag it on the way back. We would later regret that decision.

Morraine Lake was our 5th bagged lake. There was a protrusion 
into the lake that allowed us to jump in the form of a cannonball. 
This was by far the coldest lake; it shone deep blue and had an entire 
slope of snow falling into it. We quickly warmed up afterwards as we 
climbed the south facing scree slope. We stopped before a narrow 
class 4 chute and for some reason, the first group decided to go up it 
rather than continue around it on the scree. Back at the lake, Sarah 
and Anna had arrived, but Anna, not feeling well, decided to turn 
back to camp. Sarah decided to continue forward and after seeing us 
go up the chute decided smartly to go around on the scree. 

We followed the south scree slope up a couloir that deposited us 

Nick enjoying the brilliant blue waters of Schjelderup Lake.
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on the southeast scree slope. We went upwards, traversing towards 
the northern highest edge of the slope. It was here that we reached 
a very steep couloir. The couloir was about 150m long, rose up at 
about 55 degrees and was filled with a glacier such that the climbable 
path was only about a meter wide. It was at this point that Nick, Felix 
and I regretted leaving our helmets behind at the car. It was a lesson 
I learnt not to be cajoled and seduced by the thought of a light pack 
in exchange for the safety equipment that I had notions was neces-
sary before hand. With Nick and Felix ahead of Esther and I, there 
were a few small rocks coming down from above but moving slow 
with extra care in our ascent we managed to scramble up without 
issue. About two-thirds of the way up, the glacier came so close to 
the side of the couloir that we could no longer continue up and we 
had get up onto the glacier and cross to the other side of the couloir. 
This was by far the most nerve-racking part of the trip. The glacier 
was only about 3m wide, but with the slipperiness of the snow, the 
steepness of the slope, and the length of the slide, any slip could have 
extremely severe consequences. If ever there was a no-fall zone for 
summer time, this was it. To combat this particular challenge, we 
dug footsteps into the snow to secure our footstep which allowed us 
to cross more comfortably. 

After crossing the small glacier, it was a short 50m scramble to 
the summit where we were privileged to have unlimited views in 
all directions. We were amazed to discover that not only had we 
reached the summit, but we had reached it half and hour earlier than 
planned. Numerous summit snacks, sightseeing, and photos later, up 
onto the summit arrived Sarah! She had utilized her superior scram-
bling route finding skills from before to avoid the couloir. 

Felix was addicted to that summit feeling and didn’t want to 
come down so while Nick explored for a better route down than the 
couloir, he hung around at the top with Sarah while Esther and I fol-
lowed Nick. To our surprise we discovered an open sunshine-filled 
bowl just beside and to the South of the couloir that allowed us to 
easily descend the Southeast scree slope and eventually to Morraine 
Lake. Sarah and Felix followed shortly thereafter but on the way, 
Sarah realized her knee was hurting and so took her time on the way 
down while we hung out near the Lake playing an aggressive game 
of tag with the mosquitos. In “hinde” sight, we probably should have 
waited closer to the lake where the mosquitoes were less prevalent.  
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Once all of us had arrived at the Lake, we headed out on the last 
little stretch back down to the Schjelderup-Burman gulley and twin 
tarns. We went at a slower pace so that we could all stay together 
with Sarah. By the time we reached the gulley, dusk was arriving and 
the temperature had gone down quite noticeably, none of us really 
felt like getting Burman. Even so, after a small 20m bushwack Nick 
and I reached the lake and we realized that this dip would be the 
most difficult of all, as our access was limited to a portion of the 
lake that was so shallow we would have to lie down flat to submerge 
ourselves. I bailed, but Nick braved the challenge. 

By the time we started to head back up the gulley our headlamps 
were on and evening had certainly arrived. About half way up we 
found Sarah who was off to the side of the trail. Her knee was hurting 
even more. She exclaimed, deeply sorrowful ,“I lost the trail, I am not 
going to make it, I’ll just stay here.”

“You are just a step off the trail, Sarah. We are almost there! Just 
up the hill is your warm tent and sleeping bag. You can make it,” I 
encouraged. I helped her up and together we trudged the last 20 min 
back to our camp, where we promptly made dinner and watched the 
starlit night before retiring. 

Sunday, August 20, 2017 George Hill

We awoke to a heavy sweeping fog and we said say our goodbyes 
to Felix who was already packed up and ready to leave. He had to 
head back to work as a cave guide on Monday, meaning that what the 
rest of us were going to do in two days, Felix was going to accomplish 
in one. That morning, in the second of the twin tarns, I bagged the 
7th lake of our trip. 

Once we were all packed up, we started back up Burman ridge. 
The plan today was to summit Mt. Burman before heading back to 
Phillips Ridge. Tonight was the new moon and we hoped to camp 
somewhere on the ridge to get a good view of the stars. Mirtha’s 
knee was still not so good and so Esther and Mirtha decided to go 
back to the ridge the way that we arrived rather than over Burman. 
Sarah, surprisingly was all chipper and refreshed from the day before 
and was ready to summit Burman. She was determined to get the 
points for the peak bagging challenge. Burman Ridge was a fun jaunt 
through small treeline bluffs and along a fairly low angle slope up 
to the peak. Nick practically ran up there and had a 20min nap in 
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the sun while Anna, Sarah and I worked our way up. At the peak 
we found the geo-cache and noticed that not only had Felix started 
back to the car, but he summited Mt. Burman first and left us a note 
in the log. 

We came off the peak along the southeast ridge and dropped 
down the large open bowl above Opal Lake. Here, we bagged out 
8th lake of the trip. Opal Lake was a fun spot, as it had a few high 
spots from which to jump off. It made me wish I had packed a wet-
suit to stay in some of these lakes longer than 15 seconds. Thereafter 
ensued the discussion of the parabola/decaying sinusoidal wave of 
backcountry packing.

We passed Carter Lake and climbed up the steep treed slope to 
the ridge where we met up with Esther and Mirtha. By the time we 
had summited Terror Peak, the fog had moved back in, and the long 
day was starting to get to us all. But, we pushed though. We wanted 
to get farther so our last day’s hike would be an easy hike out. While 
retracing our steps we found the trail started to circumnavigate P2 
rather than going up and over as we had on our way up. The slope 
up P2 was steep so this new trail was gladly accepted by our party. 
Sarah was on her last reserves of energy, and the easier trail was very 
welcoming. Around 8:15pm, we reached the P1 summit just as the 
sunset began to set on the horizon. The view was spectacular enough 
for us to decide that this would be our camp for the night. As the sun 
set over the horizon, the last remnants of the fog cleared out giving 
view to the most gorgeous sunset. We soon realized that not only 
were we going to get a phenomenal sunset, but that with the new 
moon fully in phase we would get a spectacular 360 degree starlit 
sky. We played a round of cards before deciding to just lie outside 
on our matts in our sleeping bags on the peak watching the stars fall 
from the sky and experience what was the best night of the summer. 

Monday, August 21, 2017 George Hill

We awoke to clear skies and ate breakfast feeling like we were on 
top of the world. We set out from the peak and towards Arnica Lake. 
Halfway down, at 10:22am, the solar eclipse reached its greatest cov-
erage at 85% and the whole landscape went dim. Shadows seemed 
to disappear and it suddenly felt like a severely overcast day, even 
darker. We knew we weren’t supposed to look at it, but I think the 
others were better at restraining themselves than myself, as I took a 
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peak at the reflection in one of the nearby lakes and off the screen 
of my phone. However, all in all the whole event was somewhat 
uneventful since we couldn’t look at it. If only we had brought the 
proper eyewear.

At Arnica Lake we went for our last dip, and sun-tanned in the 
sun for a bit for before heading out down the 77 switchbacks to our 
car (yes we counted). Nick and I played FizzBuzzWhiz. I was about 
as bad as a fish swimming in a desert.

At the car, we celebrated our long accomplishment with choco-
late wafers and set out to catch the last ferry back to the mainland 
with bellies full from the Powell River A&W, and cheek to cheek 
smiles.

Left to right: The Behinde, The Golden Hinde, Mirtha, Anna, and Nick.
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VOCERS FAFF ON ANETO, 
SPAIN

October 27-29, 2017

Kike Colomes-Capon with Alberto Contreras-Sanz

Who: Alberto Contreras-Sanz, Romain Di Costanzo, Mélanie 
Grenier and Enrique (Kike) Colomés plus 3 of Enrique’s friends 
(Xavi, Sergio and Pablo).

This is not a typical report of a VOC trip: it didn’t occur in 
Vancouver, not even in Canada… moreover, it happened in Europe, 
specifically in the Pyrenees, Spain. Perhaps to many people´s sur-
prise, Spain has pretty high mountains, some snow, even a couple of 
pocket glaciers.

Romain and Mélanie are currently living in Toulouse and I live 
in Barcelona. The three of us were VOCers last year, and Alberto 
(current VOCer) was coming to visit friends and family in Spain. 
So we didn’t have another option apart from organizing something 
halfway between Spain and France. We decided that our target will 
be “Pico Aneto” (3404m), the highest peak in the Pyrenees, which 
Alberto had wanted to climb for a while.

All of us were enthusiastic and started an email thread in August 
or so. Oh, I really miss all the faffing emails… After some discussion, 
we decided to meet in Benasque (the closest village to Aneto, where 
I and Alberto have been going for the last 15 or so odd years, without 
knowing each other) Thursday evening and to attempt the summit 
as a day trip via the Renclusa refugio route. It is just a hiking route, if 
a bit longer than your usual day trip, with glacier travel.

But it was not going to be that easy. Just one hour before leav-
ing Barcelona, I received an email from Alberto: “I am sorry, I will 
arrive on Friday”. Come on Alberto, faffing even before arriving at 
our destination! The excuse this time was the lack of car… Mélanie 
and Romain were also astonished. But we decided to go the same 
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Thursday. It was a good option.  What a wonderful night: beers, 
wine, cheese, good company… and actually (relatively) CHEAP.

Since Alberto was arriving late, we decided to rent some gear 
(ice axes and crampons for my friends, who usually don’t do outdoor 
activities) and buy food for the following day. Alberto arrived in the 
early afternoon and after lunch and no siesta (which means in Spain 
15h), we went to harvest some wild mushrooms. We weren’t lucky 
at all (the following day a friend told me that this year has been a 
disaster – a very dry autumn, so it wasn’t just us) and so returned to 
Benasque empty.

My friends arrived before dinner (21h) and we cooked  lon-
ganiza (a traditional pork sausage from the area) with potatoes and 
onions in the oven. So good! We drank some local Somontano red 
wine and went to bed around midnight. [Note from Alberto: all went 
to bed except for Kike, who decided to work on his thesis until 2h.]

The following day we woke up at 5h and after a nice breakfast 
with  pan con tomate  (bread rubbed with ripe tomatoes, typical 
from Cataluña) and some coffee, we drove to the Besurta trailhead 
(2050m) where we left the car. We started hiking at 7.15h. A bit late, 
especially when the sunset is at 19h. Obviously, this being Europe, 
the parking lot was full of other hikers with the same objective. Gone 
are those days of BC quiet and empty isolated mountains.

Anyway, we began hiking in the dark, seven people and just two 
headlamps and one mobile phone lamp. The second headlamp had 
no juice in the batteries.  We clearly were well prepared. It wasn’t 
the best, but the trail is very good and I know it perfectly (it is not 
precisely my first time there). We arrived to the Renclusa hut (8h, 
2200m), which is more similar to a hotel than to a hut. The diesel 
engine providing electricity to the whole complex was rather noisy 
and disturbed the beauty of the area.

We made a 10 minute stop, and when we were ready Alberto 
decided that he needed to go to the outhouse. Well, it actually is a 
fully functioning bathroom with even hot showers. Really Alberto? 
Faffing again? Nobody believed it. After that, we kept going until we 
reached the Portillón (11h, 2900m), a recognizable buttress which 
we had to cross.

Once crossed you hit the glacier (a small pocket one, with very 
small crevasses, if they can still be called crevasses). It was the first 
time for my friends to use crampons and ice axes, so we explained 
how to use them and the techniques for self-arresting. The truth is 
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that I knew that even if sometimes it is a bit impressive, there aren’t 
steep slopes, so I was not worried about that. It took us a while, but 
finally we were on the glacier, which we had to traverse. The com-
bination of altitude (we were higher than 3000m and had arrived 
from sea level) and fatigue made it so that we didn’t go very fast. 
At some point, it became a bit steeper and Mélanie was debating 
whether to stop and wait for us, but after some discussion, analyzing 
the risks from an objective point of view and showing her that it was 
not enough steep to slide even if I tried it, she decided to fight against 
her fears and keep going. We passed through an exposed but not 
dangerous pass at the top of the glacier, and with the help of Romain, 
we did it. Awesome Mélanie!

At this point, we were at the end of the traverse in the Coronas 
col (13.15h, 3200m). Now, we just had a last slope of 200m. People 
were starting to be worried about the time and thinking about turn-
ing back. But I knew that we were just one hour away from the sum-
mit and that apart from doing the last bit of the return trail in the 
darkness, nothing else would happen (the weather forecast was awe-
some, and actually there was not even one cloud). NOTE: in case you 
are thinking about accidents… this is Spain, there is phone network 
everywhere and the search and rescue folks are friends of mine, so 
I have their mobile phone number. This is not Canada, risks were 
controlled.

Marching up to the Aneto’s summit. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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So we kept going and faced the last slope. It was a bit steep, so 
I roped up Mélanie to go a bit faster. Thanks Romain for carrying 
the 20m rope. Oh, I forgot to say that I was unable to carry weight 
because I fractured a rib the week before.

We arrived to the subpeak at 14.15h, 3400m. To reach the real 
summit one has to cross the “Mahoma Pass”. A 20m pass which is 
quite exposed (don’t fall), but very easy, with good holds for feet and 
hands. Four of us decided to go for it. I don’t remember how many 
times I have crossed it, so obviously I was the first one to cross, fol-
lowed by Sergio, who I was belaying. Pablo and Alberto soloed it, 
which is actually what is usually done, and we made it to the summit 
(14.30h, 3404m).

It was windy, cold and late. So we took a couple of photos, and 
we came back through the Mahoma Pass (14.45h). The other three 
had already started to descend, so I went quickly after them in case 
Mélanie was a bit afraid. But when I arrived, I didn’t believe it. 
Mélanie was running and bum-sliding on the same slope that we 
had roped up on for the ascent.

We decided to come back through the “Salterillo Lake”.   This 
way, we did a circular route instead of retracing our steps. We almost 
didn’t stop on the way back, just a few moments  because some of 
us were quite tired (especially my friends to say the truth). We all 
ran out of water and none of us had purification tablets. With the 
amount of human traffic this area sees, we decided not to risk it and 
didn’t drink from the streams. At 19.30h, it was dark, but we were 
just 30min  from the cars, and the trail was in excellent shape. So we 
arrived to the car almost 13h 15min later, tired but very happy since 
the day was awesome.

We drove back to the village and cooked a delicious chicken in 
the oven. Meanwhile, we had some foie made by Romain’s parents, 
got up to date with the latest trips in BC and in Europe, and en-
joyed reading the VOC coffee table book that Alberto brought from 
Vancouver. It was just incredible; there are no words to describe how 
good it was.  At the end, we had an excellent dessert: dark chocolate 
fondue with fruit. Everything was accompanied by beers, local wine 
and pacharan (a Spanish alcoholic drink). A perfect end for a perfect 
day!

Thanks Alberto for coming and encouraging us to meet and go 
hiking. Without you this wouldn’t have happened! Thanks also to 
Mélanie and Romain (their company is superb) for having always a 
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smile in their faces. Thanks to my friends, because even being tired 
and out of their comfort zone (for some it was their first ever long 
hike), they never complained at all! We were all grateful to have be-
come good friends through the VOC and hope to keep these meet-
ings happening at least once a year. Next time we’ll climb Aneto with 
skis.

What’s left of the crevasses. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.

Sergio, Xavi, Kike, Alberto on the summit. Note only Alberto wears a helmet 
(almost nobody does in Spain).
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ESCAPE FROM ALPACA’S 
ASS ON CANADA DAY 

WEEKEND
Birgit Rogalla

Participants: Lucy Buchanan-Parker, Alberto Contreras-Sanz, 
Vincent Hanlon, Birgit Rogalla

The intention of this trip report is mainly to tell you not to go 
where we went. It was bushy. It was cliffy. It was unpleasant. You’ll 
be covered in scratches, bruises, and tear up your clothing. There 
are redeeming factors: lots of mountain goats and good company. If 
that wasn’t enough to convince you, it took us an entire day to travel 
roughly 6.5 km. Now, I realise that the VOC has many masochistic 
individuals to whom this may sound appealing, but although you 
can have a good time on a trip like this (we did), I still think there are 
plenty of great alternative options around.

The weekend started with a last minute plan to attempt a horse-
shoe traverse. The idea was to start up at Falls Lake, connect to the 
ridge coming from Yak Peak, go up Yak, continue along the ridge to 
Zopkios and down the 45 degree ski gully, and up to Zupjok, Llama, 
and Alpaca, following the Veenstra traverse route around Alpaca, 
up to Vicuna/Guanaco, and back down to the logging road via a 
flagged winter route. Sounds like a nice plan, right? Ian Johnston had 
warned us that we should start at Zupjok, but stubborn that we were, 
and intent to not do an out-and-back trip, we went for it anyway.

Day 1: Falls Lake –> Yak –> Zopkios ridge

It was full summer and the trailhead proved it: mosquitos and 
tons of them. We trapped ourselves in the car while faffing and had 
the speediest car departure I’ve ever witnessed (similar on the re-
turn): it took one minute to start hiking.
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Falls Lake is a very accessible area and seems to have undergone 
lots of recent development. There are new tent pads and camping 
areas. We contoured around the Lake and crossed through a field 
of boulders the size of small trucks. Eventually we left the rocks and 
followed a creek up towards some snow fields and the Zopkios ridge. 
We were left with unhappy options: follow a wet ledge above a cliff 
(option 2), traverse on steep snow above said cliff (option 3), or do 
a steep bush scramble up and around the cliff (option 1). With four 
people and three options, we all chose our own route and rejoined 
on top. Vincent and Lucy went for the wet ledge, Alberto went for 
the steep snow, and I chose the bush scramble as I regularly slip and 
slide around due to my worn out boots (or that’s what I like to blame 
it on). In hindsight, probably the best choice might’ve been a steeper 
snow gully just to the left of our cliff band, but the runout had some 
rocks.

From the ridge, Vincent and I decided to go up Yak peak from 
a somewhat unconventional route—the West side—while Lucy and 
Alberto enjoyed a break from the kids. The first part was straight-
forward as we followed snow slopes, squished through bushy ledges, 
and along some loose sand slopes. There were brief significantly 
exposed sections. Our route did not seem to continue up, so we 
traversed around the front of Yak (the part that is visible from the 
highway) and joined up with the normal route at the col just after 
the sub-peak. The top was very anticlimactic – as with many peaks 
that look cool from a distance, but aren’t that special when you are 
on them. We both agreed: this was not worthwhile. The route down 
was easier as we avoided one of the exposed steps.

Upon rejoining Lucy and Alberto we continued along the ridge, 
blissfully unaware of what the ridge had in store for us. We had 
agreed to continue hiking until roughly 8 pm. There was some brief 
conversation of dropping down the ridge from Zopkios into the val-
ley below and cutting across up to Zupjok, but it was hard to see if 
the drop down had any cliffs (from the other side it looked like that 
was a good choice), so we stayed our route. A notch and bump were 
ahead, but they couldn’t be that bad, right? Well, it took the rest of 
the evening to get there with many bush rappels (lowering yourself 
by clinging to branches/heather bushes). At one point, Lucy walked 
in front of me and as she turned around to warn me, I disappeared. 
You see, we were walking on branches, not the ground. The ground 
wasn’t visible because the bush was dense. I missed the branch I 
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was supposed to step on and fell through the brush in between two 
boulders, with only my head and shoulders sticking out above the 
ground. Surprised and shocked, I crawled back out and learned that 
not even the ground can be trusted.

In our attempt at going light, we’d all left our tents at home, so 
we tried to find a flat patch out of the wind (it was windy most of 
the trip). As the sun was setting, we were treated to views of the 
mountain goats that roam this ridge. One mountain goat lit up in 
gold, while the rest of the snowpatch it stood on was dark from the 
shadow of the ridge. Their tracks appear all over it.

Day 2: the day we became intimate with the curriculum of Bush 
Safety Training Level 2.

We started the morning apprehensive of what was to come. As 
the day progressed we discussed the various components of Bush 
Safety Training and agreed that this must be at least BST level 2. 
There were too many cliffy / bushy sections to mention, so the going 
was slow. At one point we reached a narrowing in the ridge with a 
high boulder right in the middle. There were two options: go around 
left in head high steep bush and try to crawl our way back up, or fol-
low the goat trail (there’s something slightly concerning when your 
preferred choice of route is to follow the mountain goats). Eventually 
we found another option: to crawl underneath the boulder.

Alberto crawling underneath the boulder blocking the route. Photo credit: 
Birgit Rogalla.
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Each gentle bump along the ridge filled us with dread of what was 
to be the other side. Would this be the time we’d have to turn back and 
retrace our steps along this horrendous ridge? The same procedure 
would unfold. We paced back and forth like hyena’s, dropped our 
packs, and looked for a route down the cliff bands. Eventually some-
body would call out saying “I think I found something.” To which 
there were responses of relief (and doubt). We’d convene and look at 
the dubious route. “So, does it go?” “Well… it’s not the worst thing 
we’ve done this trip.” Sometimes that doesn’t mean much. Solutions 
varied from a steeper scramble that we lowered our backpacks down 
to bush rappels where really the only thing you are hanging from is 
branches. I wonder what force of nature formed this peculiar ridge. 
The east side of each bump was fine (if you ignore the brush), but the 
west side unfailingly consisted of rock bands and cliffs.

Now for a slight detour from the story: how my water bottle is 
(was) doomed. First in an attempt to fill it with runoff I dropped it 
underneath a snow overhang and spent  ten minutes trying to fish 
it out using my ice axe as hook. Having expended all the effort to 
gather it, I put it back in my pack and we continued. Not even an 
hour later, after a miscommunication while lowering packs down a 
scramble section, my water bottle went flying down the snow slope 
below. It tumbled, rolled, tumbled some more, hit a rock band, and 
kept rolling. Finally, after what felt like a minute, it stopped. A small 
speck on the field of snow that I couldn’t even see without my glasses. 
Luckily it wasn’t too difficult to retrieve (no littering), but it was now 
about as useful at holding water as a sieve – the bottom was smashed. 
This is the second bottle I broke this year, the first one mysteriously 
has a hole melted in it…

Surprisingly, our saviour for the day and fastest travel yet was 
a 45 degree gully marked as a ski route on the Baldwin Coquihalla 
map. From there we made it to Zupjok without much trouble and 
camped.

Day 3: The escape from Alpaca’s ass

The third day started early, so that we could get back to the car 
at a reasonable time. The ridge from Zupjok to Alpaca felt like a 
highway (this is a common day trip route) and we were on top of 
Alpaca by 9.30 am. Cheerful from the easy travel and great views, 
we were eager to continue. We spent two hours in search of a good 
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way down the back side of Alpaca (it would’ve helped to read about 
a route beforehand, but that’s less fun). We knew the route was class 
3/4 and made it a majority of the way down, but kept ending up in 
sections that would require class 5 moves to continue, so we decided 
to turn around. Other times we might’ve been disappointed, but 
there wasn’t enough time left to go up the other peaks anyway and 
we’d seen enough rock bands for one trip. So, we returned to Llama 
and dropped down towards the valley bottom through beautiful 
meadows. Eventually we were reunited with cliff bands, wet slabs, 
and bush, but made our way down to the river. We followed the 
river, winding our way through the shrubbery while being pestered 
by mosquitoes. First we found a logging road from the 1980s, over-
grown with alder. We met up with the main logging road and were 
back at the car within an hour. On the drive back we made a stop at 
a river to swim, and then at a grocery store in Hope. With a well-
balanced meal of ice cream, chocolate milk, bread, beer, and dip, we 
hung out in the city park for a while, and hoped to escape the worst 
of the traffic heading back into Vancouver following Canada Day.

Retreating with our tails between our legs. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-
Sanz. 
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WALKING IN PATAGONIA
Sam Viavant

This is an excerpt from my write-up of a trip in South America.  
I went to the southern extreme of the continent and started walk-
ing and jogging north, with the goal of getting as far as I could in 
three months.  Where the story starts, I’m still reaching the end of 
the continent going South.  

The bus shrinks into the distance. I’m 65 kilometers south of 
Punta Arenas, and 44 from Cabo Froward at the end of the conti-
nent. It’s a marathon in the wrong direction, and I’ll have to get there 
under my own power. But I’m finally free. Free of relying on others, 
free of planning and shopping and stress. My task is simple now. I 
have to run and walk. 

The first 11 kilometers are dirt road. Ocean to the left, trees on 
the right. The air is moist, with a sensualness I’ve come to associ-
ate with the sea. It’s cool and cloudy, but not quite raining. Cold for 
sitting, perfect for running. But I’m not running. I’ve run with a 
40-pound pack before, but not for sustained distances. I’ve had my 
share of injuries, and the extra weight will add risk. I’ll ease into this. 
There’s plenty of time to train up if I stay healthy. If I get injured, I’ll 
risk the whole trip. 

I jog in short bursts, alternated with long stretches of fast walk-
ing. The road passes quickly, and turns to sandy beach. I quit even 
pretending to run. It’ll take way more energy to go slightly faster. 

Four kilometers on, I reach the lighthouse. It’s quaint and beau-
tiful, with lots of Chilean tourists here for the weekend. The next few 
hours are a mix of beach and forest. Occasionally I miss a trail, and 
the beach cliffs out. Then I’ll back-track until the shortcut, or else 
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bushwack to the trail. Everyone said this is a five-day round trip, and 
I’m starting to see why. If you’re crawling through trees, it’s a VERY 
long way. And these trees are DENSE. I’d thought of Patagonia as 
mountains and pampas, but this is border-line jungle. 

It’s also calmer than I’d thought. I’d heard legends about the 
wind, but it’s only a rough breeze. But there’s evidence it gets VERY 
windy. Isolated trees slant 30 degrees or more. They’ve actually 
grown crooked because the wind is so constantly from one direction. 

I reach the first river, but it’s only ankle deep. That could have 
been worse; it’s waist to chest deep at high tide. A few hours on I 
reach the second river. There’s no current: the tide has flowed inland, 
leaving the river a ditch. But it’s over my head. I’m supposed to wait 
four hours until it’s shallow enough to wade. There has to be a better 
way. I put my pack in the center of my tarp, and pull up the sides so 
they’re above water. I test it in shallow water, and it works! The pack 
floats, and it stays dry! The river’s around 10 degrees and only a few 
meters wide. It’s a quick swim, one arm pushing the pack and one 
arm paddling. Then I’m across, four hours ahead of schedule. 

I camp with some nice Chileans from Punta Arenas. I’m way 
better at making fires; they have whiskey. Perfect trade. I start the 
next day with more attention to the path, and manage not to miss the 
trail from the beach. It’s easy walking all the way to the third river. 
This one is less than waist deep and I cross with my pack on. Then 
the coastline turns rough, and I’m scrambling over rocks. They’re 
wet and slippery and covered with seaweed. This would suck at high 
tide and I hope I time the return right. 

I round the next point and the wind gets real. It’s strong enough 
to give real pressure as I walk. But my eye wanders up the ridge, and 
I gain energy. There’s the cross. It’s a five-story steel structure built 
on top of the mountain at the end of the continent. I’m almost there. 

It’s only a few kilometers, but the rocks are really treacherous. 
It’s been drizzling on and off all day, and they’re covered with wet 
seaweed. I’m using my hands a lot, pulling and balancing and going 
over and under trees. It takes forever, but the distance slowly shrinks. 

The trail finally leaves the ocean. It will head inland, up the 
mountain to the cross. But I’m not done with the beach. Not while it 
goes further south, not while I can still walk. I go another 200 meters 
to the end of the point. There’s a channel two meters wide and 30 
centimeters deep. Then a tiny island. 
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It will be part of the mainland at low tide. It counts as part of the 
continent. I take off my shoes and socks and wade the channel. I put 
them on and tiptoe another 4 meters. The rock slopes away at my 
feet, into the sea. I stand into the wind, and close my eyes. 

I’m finally starting. 
In a way it started when I left Vancouver. In a way it started when 

the bus left me on the side of a road. But now it’s really started. I’m 
as far south as you get without leaving the mainland. Land stretches 
15 thousand kilometers north to the Arctic Ocean in Alaska. It ends 
at my feet. 

Most the places I’ve lived and loved are on this land. The deserts 
of Utah, the cliffs of Yosemite, the mountains of British Columbia, 
my family’s home in Alaska. Memories flood, with a clarity that 
pierces years and distance. I tear up a little. Not from sadness, or 
from joy. It’s more the sheer closeness of my past, the speed it sur-
faced from an ocean of memory. I lie down, kiss the rock. Maybe 
it’ll be embarrassing to write about later. I don’t care. It feels right. I 
probably won’t return, and I want to save the force of this moment. 

I stand up and gaze at the ocean, remembering my path here. 
My shoulder tearing two months ago on a cliff in Turkey. Hanging 
in space, seeing my arm an inch below where it should be. The nag-
ging urge to run now, since I couldn’t climb. The thrill of fear and 
adrenaline as I bought the tickets. Three zombie days in airports 
and planes and taxis. Two days walking and scrambling and bush-
wacking south. All to reach the start. 

But Magellan sailed through here 500 years ago on frail ships. He 
saw the same view, felt the same wind. Then he aimed at Asia and left 
the safety of the continent. 

He had nothing but hope. Hope there were lands with food and 
water. Hope the sea was gentle. Hope the Earth was round and he 
wouldn’t sail off the end of the world. It made sense in theory, but no 
one had proved it. He had a harder goal, one that took more faith in 
himself. If he tried, so can I. 

I savor the moment. The steady wind, cutting patterns on the 
water. The islands across the strait, faint and purple through the 
clouds. The rock at my feet, black and slimy with seaweed. I close my 
eyes again, holding in the view. I reach into the water, savor the cold 
energy it brings me. Then I turn my back on the end of the world.  I 
start toward Alaska.  
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(I actually went 200 meters toward Alaska, to my tent.  Then I 
did a trip up the mountain to the cross, and then cooked and slept.  
Here’s the story taking off again the next day).

I’ve packed my camp. I want to make time today and I should 
head out. But I want another trip up the mountain. I hiked to the 
cross yesterday after wading to the end of the continent. It was 
cloudy, and the view was blocked. Now it’s nice and I want to see 
what I’ve missed. When will I be here again? When will it be an hour 
hike to look over the Strait of Magellan? 

Of course I’ll go back up! So what if I start later, don’t go as far 
as I hoped. This trip won’t own me. I’m not going to force-march 
up the continent, missing cool side trips to make time. I prance up, 
bouncy with energy from not having a pack. As I reach the summit, 
the Pacific Ocean rises into view. 

The coast is layers of fjords, like Norway or Alaska. Snow crowns 
the peaks, but it doesn’t look like proper glaciation. Wind comes in 
a steady push, strong enough to flex the cross. The island I reached 
yesterday is a dot, black in an aqua sea. I’m not positive it’s the end 
of the continent. My map is unclear at the scale of a hundred meters, 
and it was the farthest point I could reach. It looks farthest from 
here, but I can’t tell for sure. 

Does it matter? I either reached the end of the continent or a 
few hundred meters off. I had one of my deepest experiences. I won’t 
stress. I spend a few minutes taking pictures. Then I stand in the 
wind, and just…live. Photography is good, but it can take something 
out of the experience. Now I’m just…being. Being in the wind and 
the sun and the view. 

There’s a joy in moving fast. But there’s another joy in stillness, 
enjoying a scene I’ve earned by my body’s effort. I let myself become 
ready and then descend. I won’t return to the island. Not this trip at 
least, so probably not ever. But I doubt I can top yesterday’s experi-
ence, and I don’t want to dilute it. I take a long last look. A humble 
little spit, some black rocks with seaweed. It affected me more than 
my sharpest mountains, my biggest cliffs.

I turn my back with a trace of sadness. It’s the emotion of leaving 
a close friend made in a short time, someone I’m not sure I’ll see 
again. And like a goodbye with a person, I won’t look back. Not for 
awhile, not until I’m far away. First I need to move into my future. 

The way back is faster. My pack is lighter by two days of food, 
and I know the way better. I cross rivers easier, without yesterday’s 
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hesitation of jumping in cold water. It’s mechanical now. Get naked, 
jump in, put clothes on, keep moving. The weather alternates sun 
and rain all day, creating some great atmospherics. 

I make the first river with over an hour of good daylight. Maybe 
I can pass the lighthouse today, camp on the road. I go a while long-
er, gauging daylight by the presence of sun on the opposite shore. 
Eventually this goes, and I reach a small bay. It’s sheltered, gentle, 
almost windless. That’s a rare treat in this part of the world. The sky 
has a hint of dullness. Subtle, not dark—but warning that it will be 
in an hour. 

I sit down, feel a rush of pleasure in my legs. They’re tired. And 
it’s perfect camping here. I could make another 5 kilometers and 
then race the darkness setting up a shitty camp. I’d wanted to make 
distance, because right now it’s 80 kilometers to Punta Arenas. If I 
get close to the city camping will be minimal. I’ll have to either do a 
short day tomorrow or a really long one.

Fuck it. That’s a problem for tomorrow and I’m sure I’ll manage 
something. I set up while my cous-cous boils, and then relax. There’s 
a pleasure in sitting with tired legs and nothing to do. Just watching 
darkness settle over the sea. I’ll try to move fast this trip but I’ll make 
time for this kind of thing. Otherwise it’s not worth doing. I smile. 
Some part of me already knows I’ll try the whole 80 kilometers to-
morrow. I mean, what else would I do?
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BELL’S BOTHY
Alexander Westbye

This trip report is dedicated to Neil “Bell” Mackenzie, a fellow 
VOC’er and friend, who together with VOC’er Stephanie Grothe and 
Elena Cernika passed away in an accident on Joffre Peak in January 
2015. Daniel and I worked in the same lab space as Neil in the Life 
Science Centre at UBC, and went on several fun-filled trips with Neil. 
In his memory, Neil’s parent’s formed The Neil Mackenzie Trust and 
had a bothy (hut) built in his home country of Scotland that is open to 
fellow hikers and mountaineers. 

Finally, after years of talking about getting ourselves to Scotland 
and to visit Bell’s bothy in Camasunary (Isle of Skye), I met up with 
Daniel in Inverness in June 2017. He had come all the way from 
Vancouver (Canada), whereas I had made the short trip over from 
the Netherlands.

The several (outdoor) stores in Inverness allowed us to pick 
what we were lacking for out little adventure (a map, food, and after 
some searching, white gas). We had beer for lunch (and mighty fine 
beer!), as our food order took so long that the bus to Skye was about 
to leave without us. Eventually, we grabbed to-go sandwiches with 
chips (translation: fries), but our smiles quickly vanished when the 
bus driver told us that our chips were not allowed on his bus and had 
to ride beneath with the luggage. This minor setback was quickly for-
gotten, however, as stunning scenery soon came into view on either 
side of the bus and we were busy keeping a lookout for Ol’ Nessie as 
we zoomed past Loch Ness.

About 3 hours later, we disembarked by the historical Sligachan 
Hotel on the Isle of Skye. After taking an early dinner in the pub 
while orienting ourselves on the map, we hoisted our packs trying 
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our best to convey to the crowd of fellow tourists that we were real 
men of the mountains. In keeping with tradition, we then failed to 
take an obvious bridge and soon found ourselves hiking along on the 
wrong side of the creek.

Having adjusted our internal compass and self-image, we then 
set course in the direction of the mountains Sgurr nan Gillean and 
Bruach na Frìthe.

After a gentle hike up a trail and then a bit of contouring to the 
west past a few sheep we pitched our tent in a very pleasant basin 
north of Bruach na Frìthe at about 600m elevation or so. Tent up and 
drunk on the beautiful view, we started getting dinner ready. Stove 
and food unpacked, the two mountain men quickly looked at each 
other expecting the other member to produce matches. Realizing 
that our respective ignition sources were safely stored in Norway 
or Canada, attempts were made to create sparks by ways of short-
circuiting batteries and cursing foully. Neither produced the desired 
result, and our second dinner was taken cold.

After having spent a windy and rainy night, we awoke to a windy 
and rainy day with fog that made it difficult to see our boots stored 
outside the tent. We abandoned our idea of climbing onto the ridge 
that should be behind our tent, and after a cold breakfast the clouds 
lifted enough that we had a pleasant walk with a view along a creek 

Daniel and Alex ready to set out.
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down to the “valley”, accompanied by sideways rain. We then headed 
SW in the direction of the Fairy Pools on a well-trodden trail. Having 
ensured we were properly wet, the rain and wind retreated as we got 
over the highpoint of the trail and we had a very pleasant downhill 
walk from there and soon found ourselves sitting down snacking by 
the Fairy Pools-parking lot. We originally planned a path traversing 
around from Glenbrittle to Camasunary - however we were warned 
by other hikers that this involved a section called the “Bad Step” 
that was tricky to pass and with the general wetness and the wind 
that seemed to only be waiting for a chance to pick up, we decided 
to hitch-hike to the Talisker Whisky Distillery in Carbost instead 
and hunt down a pack of matches along the way (note: the Bad Step 
didn’t appear that bad when we looked it up afterwards).

Picking up hitch hikers was not something the many carloads 
of visiting tourists had planned for that day, but after walking most 
of the way we eventually hitched a ride with a German couple that 
dropped us off one mile outside of Carbost. Matches in hand, we 
soon embarked on a guided tour of the distillery followed by a small 
dram at the end. We made our way back to Sligachan by foot and 
hitch-hiking (thus having made a loop nowhere near our destina-
tion) to reboot our adventure, and made it to cellular reception just 
in time to learn that one of us was requested for an important job 
interview early next week. After several hours of calling, emailing 
and internet browsing the airline tickets were re-booked, and we 
could once again set out on the trail. We now followed the trail tak-
ing us south between Sgurr nan Gillean and Marsco directly in the 
direction of Camasunary.

With no time to spare, we set the fastest course for Camasunary 
then detoured into the bog instead of taking the obvious gravel trail 
right away. The lush, green mountain slopes called for many a pho-
tograph as the mountain peaks disappeared into the clouds. Many 
sheep were out and shaking their heads at us as we passed by. At 
the northern edge of Loch an Athain (?), we spotted a group of deer 
grazing. After getting soaked by another round of rain and wind, we 
then came out of the valley and were heading down towards the sea 
and the Camasunary bothy smiling from ear to ear.

At the bothy, we were met by an enthusiastic band of travelers 
from the United States, who had come over to Scotland to moun-
tain bike the fabulous trails and enjoy themselves - greatly helped by 
plenty of whisky! We had a nice chat before we turned our attention 
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on dinner. While hot, this dinner was even more of a disaster than 
the previous, as M&S had sold us gluten-free pasta - it shouldn’t be 
stored in the edible section...

We kept being amazed by the location. Bell’s Bothy is situated in 
a wonderfully stunning area, between mountains and the sea. Based 
on our several great adventures with Neil in Canada, we think it’s a 
location that would have made him super stoked! The bothy itself 
is also beautiful with its stone walls and blends naturally into the 
landscape.

Early next morning we were up to check on the weather. 
Discovering the day had brought rain, clouds that threatened to en-
gulf the peaks but mostly a little fatigue, we devoted the morning 
to do our part to clean up the shoreline instead of chasing peaks. 
There’s a tremendous amount of treasures that wash up on the beach 
and we kept filling bag after bag before storing sturdy stuff at the 
depot and packing out the rest.

Having done our small part to keep the area nice, we hiked 
back towards Sligachan in the afternoon and soon found ourselves 
in company with our good old friends Wind and Rain once more. 
Several creeks were running higher on our way out and ensured we 
had plenty of chances to refill our drinking bottles and boots on the 
way back to Sligachan. Our third and last night on Skye we spent on 
the campsite opposite the hotel as we had to catch an early bus next 

Local sheep.
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morning to make it back to Inverness and attend a very nice BBQ 
hosted by Neil’s parents!

We would heartily recommend everyone a trip to the bothy - but 
bring your rain gear, wool socks and matches! ;) (Big thanks to our 
friends who helped us raise a little money for the Bothy Challenge!)

 
 

Bell’s Bothy.
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THANKSGIVING WEEKEND 
GARIBALDI TRIP

Rosalynd Boxall

For Thanksgiving weekend I put my decade old Boy Scouts’ ex-
perience to good use to organize a beginner friendly three day over-
night trip to Garibaldi Park, despite having only lived in Canada for 
a month, with a group of 15 keen (mostly new!) VOCers. The pre-
trip meeting set us up for a good weekend, with Esther and Malou 
discovering they had both grown up streets away from each other in 
Berlin, cementing a firm friendship - by the end of the weekend you 
would think they had known each other for ten years, not three days! 

Our trip got off to an eventful start when all the over-enthusiastic 
women in Jacob’s car, keen to get one final chance to use a real toilet 
at our final stop, managed to lock his keys in the car—necessitating 
an expensive detour in a taxi back to UBC for a spare set of keys. 
The other two cars arrived on time at Garibaldi and set off for the 
gentle warm up hike to the campground, getting there in time for 
obligatory photos with the lake before sunset. $70 and 3 hours later, 
team C arrived for a (not so gentle) hike (read: sprint) from the car-
park to try and find the last camp spots in the booked-out Garibaldi 
Lake campsite. Despite the rush, spirits were running high. For a 
mostly international group, our first sight of Garibaldi’s blue waters 
was a real ‘wow, Canada’ moment (in Yves words, ‘WOUHAAA’). 
We cooked dinner together on the beach under the stars and drank 
beer we had chilled in the lake before most of us turned in for the 
night, ready for a 6am start the next morning. Having been adopted 
by a group of Irish backpackers, Amir stayed up till 3am helping 
them nurse multiple bottles of Jameson’s they had packed in, and still 
managed to be up for 6am!

Sunday morning’s breakfast at sunrise by the beach made it clear 
that this was going to be a good day. The weather was on our side all 
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weekend and Sunday was another bright and frosty morning. After 
a relaxed start we set off at about 10am for Panorama Ridge—five 
of the guys broke away for a faster hike up to the top, while the rest 
of us—in line with the beginner friendly element to the trip—had 
a more relaxed amble through the meadows, bumping into a bear 
around an hour in (another first sighting for lots of us!). We ditched 
our packs for the scramble up to the ridge, and were rewarded with 
a cloudless sky and breathtaking views of the lake from the top. We 
reunited with the guys at the top for a picnic lunch and a shirtless 
photoshoot in the snow. The downhill to Taylor Meadows carried us 
smoothly into late afternoon. Yves’ group headed back down to the 
carpark to drive back to Vancouver for the evening. After pitching 
our tents the rest of us hiked the 2km down to Garibaldi Lake for an 
evening skinny dip before dinner. 

Monday saw another brisk 6am wake up at Taylor Meadows 
campground. We were very grateful for the extra warmth the tent 
pads provided and lots of us vowed to invest in proper sleeping pads 
after a very cold night. Black Tusk was our goal for the third day. The 
view of the tusk from the campground motivated us to be up and 
out by 8am. We left our main bags and tents in the hut and with the 
lighter packs made it up Black Tusk in just over two hours, sticking 
together to hike as a big group. Despite signs warning not to go past 
the trail end on Black Tusk, Jacob and Matthew made the call to see 
the view from the ridge, we continued as a group up to the top. As 
usual, the grind was worth it and we had incredible views with clear 
blue skies from the top. We trekked down to have lunch in the hut 
at Taylor Meadows before packing out and making our way back to 
the car park for mid-afternoon. The final highlight of the trip was 
seeing not just one but five black bears as we made our way back, 
including a mother and cubs who we gave a wide berth. One bear 
was even bold enough to take up the entire path, prompting every 
hiker modify their path and detour through the bush. After 14km of 
straight downhill we were exhausted but content. 

It was an amazing weekend with a group of hilarious people who 
love the outdoors, and we spent the rest of the week back at school 
with withdrawal from the weekend. 
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Garibaldi Lake. Photo credit: Rosalynd Boxall.

Overlooking Garibaldi Lake from Panorama Ridge. 
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SKIING
and Winter Mountaineering

Two skiers following the skin track up Marriott Basin, below the impressive Joffre Peak. 
Photo credit: Elliott Skierszkan

Hardship, not on the summit of anything particular. Photo credit: Else Bos-
man.
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Warm turns at a clear Brew hut. Photo credit: Clemens Adolphs.

Maddy Armstrong skiing in front of the Radiant Glacier. Photo credit: Nick Matwyuk.

Sunrise over Black Tusk. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.
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Lianne McCradu drops in to Return of the King, New Year’s at Phelix Hut. 
Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.

Entering the forest en route to Brew Hut. Photo credit: Matteo Agnoloni.
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CAR-LESS SKY PILOT SOLO
December 14, 2017

Nick Hindley

Disclaimer: Soloing is dangerous. Stay well within your ability level, 
always tell someone where you’re going, have a back up plan. Or just 
don’t do it.

I had just finished my last exam and was finally care-free for the 
first time in a long time, and needed to get out into the mountains 
ASAP after a long hiatus from alpine pursuits. I failed to recruit any-
one at such short notice, so decided to just go for it and bag a peak 
on my own – Sky Pilot had been on the to-do list for a long time. This 
trip coincided with a two week long window of clear blue skies, and 
the avi risk had been low-low-low for the last 9 days or so, so it was 
basically spring up there. Because of this, I felt alright sending it on 
up there solo.

Being a frugal, car-less student, I didn’t want to pay $40 for the 
gondola and had no means of driving to the top of the logging road; 
self-propelled it is. I requested a ride to Squamish off of Pop ride-
share at 9pm on the 13th and specified to the driver that I’d have my 
mountain bike, skis, a day pack, and an overnight pack. This was met 
with some surprise, but he assured me we could reorganize his van to 
make it work. I was pleasantly surprised upon meeting Marc that he 
was a dirtbag van dweller. We got along well. I got dropped off 1km 
down Mamquam FSR at around 11pm and threw my sleeping mat 
down next to a boulder in the woods to sleep under the stars; there 
was a meteor shower that night, which was a welcome coincidence.

I got up for a 5:30am start, stashed my overnight gear in the 
bushes, strapped my skis to my bike, and started up the 8.5km of re-
maining logging road. Starting at an elevation of around 50m, it took 
just under 2 hours to complete  the next ~700m to reach the gate. 
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Just as I arrived at the gate to stash my bike, another vehicle pulled 
up; I would bump into Brett and Drew a few times throughout the 
day. The approach via the Sky Pilot Valley Trail was a shitshow; two 
weeks worth of freeze-thaw and people scraping off any residual 
snow from it left an icy ascent with an abundance of stream crossings 
and alder-dodging.

Once off trail, much of the ascent on steep snow warranted cram-
pons and boot packing, which was probably quicker than endless 
switchbacks anyway. I took an inefficient, but scenic approach to Sky 
Pilot itself, swinging around the NE side to check out Gunsight Gap 
because it sounded cool, then gaining the North ridge and traversing 
the upper portion of the Stadium Glacier. I figured soloing the Pink 
Slab could get a little spicy, so opted to boot up a 45° slope avec tools 
and crampons over a cliff instead. Much safer. After a tiring boot up 
the snowbank I finally gained the West ridge around 1pm and was 
able to traverse around to the SE face for the final push. Here I met 
up once again with the other group, Drew and Brett, who were roped 
up climbing the final portion of the ascent. I didn’t rope up since I 
didn’t have any protection with me. Or a harness. Or a rope. Or a 
partner. Because of this I was able to save some time and climb past 
them to reach the summit by about 1:30pm. 

The view from Sky Pilot is spectacular; being the highest peak in 
the immediate area, it offers excellent views of the Howe Sound, and 
the impressive peaks further to the North. Camp-to-Peak time was 

Approaching Gunsight Gap. Photo credit: Nick Hindley.
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almost exactly 8 hours, which I was quite pleased with for ~15km 
and 2000m elevation gain; it helps when the only faff you have to 
deal with is your own.

I hung out on the summit with Drew and Brett until around 
2pm, before beginning my descent. I had been a bit worried about 
descending the icy 45° slope over the cliff, but fortunately it had 
softened up since I was there last to allow for prime plunge step-
ping. I retrieved my skis from underneath the big scary icicles I had 
cleverly stashed them beneath, and began a fun descent over the 
Stadium Glacier. My internal compass led me astray and I ended up 
in the wrong gully, which resulted in a few unplanned creek cross-
ings, some thigh deep post-holing, and abundant muttering of swear 
words to myself.

Finally back on the Sky Pilot Valley Train, I had an icy alder-
filled ski out to look forward to (pictured right). It was great. I was a 
bit tried for time as I had to meet my ride back to Van at 5:15 at the 
Apron parking lot. So, I hustled down the trail and bombed down 
the logging road on my bike as fast as possible only stopping a couple 
of times to admire the jaw-dropping sunset over the Howe Sound 
and the colours it cast onto Atwell. I got back to the parking lot at 
5pm after retrieving my sleeping bag stashed in the bushes, making 
for an 11.5hr day, covering about 30km.

All in all, the trip went amazingly well given how last minute it 
had been thrown together, and I’m glad the conditions were favour-
able to allow me to successfully put an end to the stressful exam-rid-
den existence I had been subject to during the previous few weeks.

10/10 ski out. Photo credit: Nick Hindley.
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HOW TO FEEL LIKE A 
BEGINNER 

and do the Garibaldi Neve without hitchhiking or shuttling

Nick Matwyuk

I like skiing, plain and simple. There are many different forms of 
skiing, even within the genre of backcountry skiing. With my good 
friend Veenstra jumping into speed traversing, I was intrigued. This 
means to ski a large distance in a relatively short period of time. In 
2011 we did the McBride traverse in less than 48hr which was my 
first exposure into this realm. Later on in 2014 we did the Pemberton 
Ice Cap to Cypress in a day (starting from the Harrison Hut). Since 
then I haven’t had the right conditions or timing for anything else. 
It is also tricky getting out for a whole weekend rather than doing a 
one day trip. 

However, soon enough everything lined up and I had my oppor-
tunity. I wanted to push myself without getting into crazy terrain (i.e. 
the McBride). I figured the Garibaldi Neve would be a good place to 
start. I would then gauge how I felt and maybe come back the same 
way. I was super stoked but also knew that I could turn around at any 
point, excluding the rubble creek trailhead. At ~630 at the Diamond 
Head parking lot I saw a VOC group getting ready for their car shut-
tle. It is always great to see people you know out in the woods. 

To start off I slipped on Veenstra’s thong skins which are only 
3cm wide. The skins took a little while to get used to but turned out 
to be my secret weapon.

I reached Red Heather in 45min and checked in on some friends 
of mine but there was no movement or sound from their tent. Off to 
Elfin I went. The skinny skins were slightly challenging on the steep 
icy skin track, but I persevered. Once around Round Mountain and 
onto some firm open slopes, I was able to get onto my edges and 
rocket down. This was a revelation. No more decision making about 
ripping skins or not. I got to Elfin in 1.5hrs. From there I reached the 
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highpoint in 3hr 12min. At that point I had passed 15 people. There 
were some VOC’ers at the highpoint including Martin. I’ve got to 
thank them a lot for setting the track. Being able to mindlessly plod 
through the complex ring creek terrain was very welcome.

Peeling the skins from the highpoint was great. I zoomed down 
to the col after the sharkfin on supportive snow and was able to skate 
a bit up towards the glacier pikes col. While descending from the 
glacier pikes col, I hollered as I saw two women boot packing up. 
Everything here was hard packed still and the skiing awesome. My 
GPS said I reached 85.4km/h! Being able to skate the lake meant that 
I got across from Sentinel Bay to where it meets the creek at the end 
in 28 min.

At the top of the barrier I saw a snowshoer and asked him for 
the time. It was 11:20 so I would not get the FKT of 4:27 set by Nick 
Elson. I did however have a spark want to see how fast I could go 
as the barrier was probably skiable. I gave’r down the barrier while 
trying to find the area with the least debris to ski. It was not elegant, 
but I zoomed down and skied as far as the snow would let me before 
shoving the skis between my back and pack. The bootpack wasn’t 
that long but was steep. When I got to the trail I ran (boots still in 
ski mode) to the trailhead. My GPS said 5hr 2min. No FKT but a 
personal record for me (shaved 3hrs off of my previous one). Also 
faster than Eric Carter’s 5:29.

I took a decent break while in cell service to chat, eat, and drink 
before heading up again. Before starting the hike I had put in my ear-
buds and realized that my ipod shuffle just had a selection of Gojira’s 
finest (Terra Incognita, The Link, and L’Enfant Sauvage); not that 
they have a bad album. Well, I would get intimate with them for the 
next while haha. It was peaceful going up through the old growth 
forest jamming to heavy metal. Once on skis, I got too ambitious and 
headed off the trail past lesser Garibaldi Lake, and ended up in some 
isothermal mush and thick trees with a raging creek below. I put on 
skins and got back on the trail. No shortcut… I refilled with water at 
the Garibaldi Lake outlet. There was a slight breeze, so warmth was 
not an issue which was great as I didn’t have to worry about my 1.5 
L water supply. Once on the lake I knew it was going to be a slog as 
I was breaking trail in other people’s tracks. It took me twice as long 
(1hr) to cross. After that I went to check in on the Glaciology Huts 
as Gobin had left his fairshare mug there. The big one was filled in 
with snow so I couldn’t open the door. I checked the small one to no 
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avail. Now to start the trail breaking. I ran into some guides as I was 
gliding slowly down to the base of the sharks fin, and then was on a 
skin track for the rest of the time.

I reached Ring Creek as it was getting firm, so my timing was 
great. While going up I also encountered the group I had passed in 
the morning when I went down to Sentinel Bay. There was also a 
group I had passed on their way to Garibaldi. The slog out from Elfin 
was tough. Though the views were spectacular with an amazing sun-
set. At the highpoint of  Round Mountain I peeled my skins and put 
on my toque and wind jacket for the first time of the day. There was 
some survival skiing until I passed Red Heather, where I had a very 
enjoyable and fast ski out on the groomed track. This was definitely a 
highlight of the trip. While in the parking lot, a vehicle came in with 
two guys I had passed on the trip. I had first passed them on the way 
to Elfin and once again on the Lake. So, I had beaten them on the 
traverse despite their shuttling.

The trip was great and I had awesome weather. I wanted to see 
how I’d be able to manage the distance and in the end I felt pretty 
good. I only had slightly sore legs and that went away within a day or 
so. It is fun to push yourself to see what you can do. To top things off, 
I even got treated to a fabulous stir-fry at Gobin’s place. It was great 
to catch up with him after such a good day.

Summary of Stats:

I drank maybe 4.5L of water but only had capacity for 1.5L
I ate ~800g of food.

Food eaten:
Clif Shot Bloks 60g
Sport Beans 10g
Vegan Sport Endurance Gel – 45g
2 starbursts
Gu 32g
Gu 32g
Gu Rocktane 32g
Gu Chews 54g
3x merci chocolates (~10g)
Gu Brew electrolyte drink tab
Mars Bar 13g



91

Skiing and Winter Mountaineering

Clif Bar 68g
Honey Stinger Chews 50g
Trailmix (chickpea snacks, raisins, dates) 362g

Random stats:
~80km distance
~3800m elevation gained
Total time: 13hrs 40min
Avg speed of 7.3km/h on the way in with 4:37 moving time.

Thanks again to Veenstra for letting me borrow the skins and to 
Martin and the others I passed for setting the track to the highpoint!
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22-HOUR SKI TOUR
Lost on the Neve Traverse

Shane Monks O’Byrne

The Neve was another traverse that had been on my to-do list 
for an age (or at least since I arrived in September). With the ski 
season rapidly coming to an end, it was our final chance to do the 
classic ski traverse. Everyone always talks about how ‘easy’ the Neve 
is (although, it’s rated as an advanced traverse), so myself, Duncan 
Pawson and Alexandre Jobin decided to do it in a single day rather 
than the usual two or three-day versions. To top it all off we also 
wanted to summit Mt. Garibaldi the same day, a serious undertak-
ing but we thought it was an achievable goal as we were experienced 
skiers.

On Friday the 28th of April, the day after I had finished my final 
exam at UBC, we set out to do the traverse. I collected the guys at 
2.15AM and we drove to the Diamond Head parking lot, just east 
of Squamish. We had only the bare minimum with us in an effort to 
shed weight; avi gear, glacier equipment, 2 litres of water and some 
food for the day and that was about it. Because of my small pack, I 
couldn’t even fit my emergency blanket, which I would usually bring 
on these days. We hoped that with our light packs we could bomb 
along, although there is no doubt that some essential emergency 
gear was left behind.

We were able to start skinning directly from the trailhead at 930 
metres, where we had parked and after only a tiny bit of expected faff, 
we set off at 4.30AM. We were following the Elfin Lakes trail north-
eastward where 11km away, the Elfin hut sat. The hut is booked out 
all summer long and has spectacular, uninhibited views in all direc-
tions; from the Mamquam Icefield in east to the mysterious Tantalus 
range across the Squamish River in the west. However, there’s no 
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doubt that during the winter it’s a lot more barren and it’s common 
that all 33 bunks will be empty.

It was a simple trail to follow and after about an hour of speedy 
skinning we had reached the 5km mark at the Red Heather warming 
hut. I had been on the trail once before, on a sunny October weekend 
when I had had an unexpected encounter with a mama black bear 
and her two cubs, only 20 meters away from us. The worst-case sce-
nario turned out fine as she seemed disinterested in us and plodded 
on her way.

My tiny 32 liter backpack was a little heavier than expected – I 
was carrying the glacier rope and had 2kg of pasta (yes, seriously. 
A little overkill, I know…). I carried on at a decent pace, although 
slower than I would have liked and after 3 hours of touring, we hit 
Elfin hut at 7.30AM. It was a lot whiter than I remembered; the 
glacial-blue lakes beside the hut were completely frozen over. The 
weather was in-and-out; the beautiful blue skies that were predicted 
seemed to be shy of us. Little Elfin was a grimmer scene than I had 
painted in my mind. We stopped for a quick five-minute rest inside 
the hut, grabbing a Mars bar and enjoying the surprising warmth 
inside– it seemed that someone had stayed there the night before 
and had turned the heat on (a luxury few huts have).

The easily navigated trail diminished somewhat as we made our 
way northward past the hut. Luckily, no wrong turns were made and 
soon we made it to the infamous Ring Creek, just east of Columnar 
Peak and the Gargoyles. There was evidence of giant avalanches hav-
ing recently passed, with huge snow and ice boulders were strewn 
everywhere, making navigation down the face very tricky business 
indeed – I’m not ashamed to say I fell more than a couple of times. 
It was not a pleasant place to be hanging around; we were bathed in 
sunshine and the snow would start getting unstable soon – best to be 
out of these sorts of places.

After enough falls, we safely made it to the base and could start 
the long skin from Ring Creek at 1300m to the start of the Garibaldi 
Neve glacier at 1700m. The heavens had completely opened for us at 
this stage and the deep-blue sky was dotted with the occasional Toy 
Story cloud. It made for picturesque views as we skinned the gentle 
slope towards Opal Cone. A lone skier was breaking trail about a 
kilometre ahead, making it a wee bit easier for us. It was very relax-
ing, I have to say – although perhaps a little too relaxing on my be-
half as I started to fall behind quite drastically. Duncan and Alex are 
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extremely strong skiers and the fittest devils you’ll meet; I wouldn’t 
take myself as being slow, but my pace certainly wasn’t matching 
theirs. They would ski ahead and then wait about 10 minutes for me 
to catch up, an unsustainable pace for them, it would seem.

Eventually, at about 10:45AM, we reached the beginning of 
the massive Garibaldi Neve glacier and they announced that they 
would like to continue together to reach their goal of summiting Mt. 
Garibaldi. I agreed to this as I felt guilty to be slowing the group 
down; we had seen a couple of people about 2km back, coming up 
from Rubble Creek and I thought I might join them instead as they 
seemed to be going at a gentler pace.

I bid farewell and good luck to my buddies and watched them 
disappear into the distance on Garibaldi Glacier as I waited for the 
other two skiers. I sunbathed and munched on my pasta while I wait-
ed—a rather enjoyable experience, truth be told. It was a deep heat 
from the sun; the light bounced off the white snow and it warmed 
me to my bones. The valley came alive with sound while I rested; 
every thirty seconds or so, there would be an almighty crack as some 
faraway snow feature collapsed due to the warming. I was glad to be 
in a safe place, it sounded unsettlingly unstable.

After about half an hour the two people arrived and they were 
lovely! Erin Elena had been in VOC a few years back and as it tran-
spired I knew Julie Aeyelt’s roommate, Dylan Heerema—in fact I 
had toured with him only a couple weeks before on the Spearhead 
traverse! What a small world it is that in the middle of nowhere, 
I somehow had connections to both these ladies—it’s a tight-knit 
mountaineering community, really. It also transpired that they were 
the people who had stayed in Elfin hut the night before and warmed 
it up so nicely for us.

We chilled out for another fifteen minutes or so as they got 
their breath back, ate some food and applied more sun cream. After 
enough time doing nothing, I think we were all ready to go. And 
so, at nearly 12 noon we set off across the ginormous glacier. I was 
confident that we could make good time across the glacier as it was 
a mellow incline. We followed Duncan and Alex’s tracks but then, to 
my surprise they seemed to veer eastward. It seemed way too early 
to be turning off and according to my map The Neve traverse pretty 
much went north right across the glacier. The three of us mutually 
decided that they had taken a wrong turn and we instead followed 
my compass which we followed due north.
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“Only a fool goes out in the midday sun”, said someone famous. 
It was true enough here, the high noon sun enveloped us in its heat 
which was only exacerbated by the reflective, white snow. I could 
feel sun cream mixed in my sweat dripping down my forehead—it 
stung my eyes and I had to wipe them clean a couple of times. I had 
already drunk a litre and a half of my water leaving only half a litre 
for the rest of the traverse. This sun was sucking the moisture out of 
me; soon I’d be parched and prune-like. Luckily the girls had a stove 
with them, so we could melt some snow if we needed.

Duncan and Alex had taken my glacier rope with them when 
they had left to do Garibaldi, so we were navigating the crevasse field 
without the safety and there was evidence of crevasses everywhere. 
We zig-zagged across it, avoiding the sags that were everywhere. We 
knew that in fact many of these were just wind-swept features, but 
we had no way of telling so we tried avoiding as many as we could. 
This made for very slow navigation and our distance was probably 
tripled due to our caution.

The weather had started to close in at this stage and we could see 
a storm front catching up with us from the south. I’d say we prob-
ably had an hour until the snow hit and I really wanted to be off this 
glacier when it did. We had covered a great distance and we could 
look back for kilometres of flat and see the direction from where we 
came (well… if it wasn’t shrouded in a low-hanging cloud). It was 
quite a spectacular sight.

A relaxing tour up the creek. Photo credit: Shane Monks O’Byrne.
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Up ahead it seemed to gain altitude a bit and this was promising, 
it did seem that we had travelled quite a distance without gaining 
much. We were about halfway up the slope when the storm finally 
caught up with us and bucketed us with snow. We tried to navigate 
in it, but that didn’t last very long as soon we could see nothing at all. 
We decided to instead hunker down and wait for it to pass.

We waited about 5 minutes to see if it would ease and when it 
didn’t we started to dig a snow hole and put a tarp over the top of 
it. We all got under its shelter, happy to be out of the cold; what a 
difference from just a couple hours back! From sunbathing to snow-
sheltering. We melted some snow when we were there and filled all 
our Nalgenes again. I had gone through a full 2 litres by that stage 
and it seemed obvious at this point that I had not come fully pre-
pared; it was lucky I was with Erin and Julie. No matter! We were 
nearly off the glacier, we just had to get over this final lip and then we 
would be at the Garibaldi junction – this was where I had arranged 
to meet the guys after they had summited.

Before too long we could feel the warmth of the sun once more, 
beaming through the tarp; it seemed that we had scored a brief 
weather window. We quickly packed everything up and moved on 
while we had some visibility. Then we made it—we had got to the 
top of the slope and stood atop a round hill. “I think it’s about time 
we take off our skins, Garibaldi lake should be just below us!” I said 
enthusiastically. We got some photos and absorbed the views, enjoy-
ing the victory.

And then we started to question the views. Where is the Sharkfin? 
We should be right by its base. And then we started to question if we 
were actually at the junction. Shouldn’t we see the others tracks? And 
then we started to realise that something had gone wrong – very 
wrong. Where were we?

It took some time to work out that we had somehow travelled 
to the completely wrong side of the glacier, way further east than we 
were supposed to be. In fact, we were now between Bishop and South 
Pitt glaciers and right beside Viking Ridge, kilometres off where we 
were supposed to be. And then we saw it; way off in the distance to 
the west was the Sharkfin—where we were supposed to be.

Oh shit. It was about 2:45PM at this stage and way later than 
it should be. What a difference our predicament was now to just a 
couple hours ago; the possibility of having to dig a snow hole for 
the night was now very real. I think the worst part of all was that I 
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had told my girlfriend, Georgie that I would be home at about 7PM 
that night, clearly that was not going to happen, and I had no way of 
contacting her! The girls had sleeping bags and I knew that I could 
shelter with them, the last thing I wanted to see was a helicopter 
flying overhead.

I knew instantly how this had happened and it wasn’t as obvious 
as it seemed. For the first time in my life my lack of compass declina-
tion calculation had screwed me over. See, your compass points to 
magnetic north, which changes year-to-year, but your map is drawn 
with respect to true north. When following compass bearings I have 
always been told how important it is to take declination into account 
(which is the difference between true north and magnetic north 
and currently this difference is about 16 degrees east in South-West 
British Columbia). But I never really did this and to be honest it had 
never caused me a problem… until now.

A small bit of panic set in as we tried to determine a new route 
of getting back on track. Cliffs lay just north of where we were and 
to our west, preventing us from cutting back to the trail easily. It 
seemed like the only option was to go back the way we came and so 
we did. We started the long skin back down the slope following our 
up-tracks, although this time being far less cautious of the sagging 
– dodging only the largest. I was really anxious to finish the traverse 
and a wee bit of type 3 fun had set in, if truth be told. I was bombing 
ahead, fuelled by adrenaline, trying to find the quickest way up to 
the Junction. The girls were being much more methodical and cau-
tious; as emergency nurses, they knew the importance of keeping a 
cool head and thinking rationally.

I saw a steep slope off the glacier and there was a single set of 
skin tracks that led up it (it was probably that lone skier we had seen 
hours earlier). I stopped and waited for the others to catch up and 
then expressed my desire to follow the tracks. I was blinded by my 
urge to get out of this place, and I know that now, in hindsight. It 
was a 45-degree face that had been warmed all day by the sun and to 
top it all off, there was a huge bergschrund at the bottom of it. What 
in the world was I even thinking? It was the classic lemming line 
mentality, I saw another person’s skin tracks and that gave me a false 
sense of security—this was avalanche central. It would have been a 
stupid thing to do and the girls told me that. Grudgingly I accepted 
that we would not be taking the shortcut and we continued to follow 
our tracks back the way we came.
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And then we were back where we had been four hours ago, at the 
turnoff where I thought that Duncan and Alex had gone the wrong 
way. It was now 4PM or so but at least we knew where we were…
ish. I was still adrenaline fuelled and eager to keep a good pace so 
I stormed up the face, scouting ahead to see where the trail went, 
stopping every so often to wait for the others. The visibility was very 
on-and-off and we would go through bouts of being able to see noth-
ing at all.

Eventually we reached a point where my map said to ‘stay below 
rock spur’. I could see the rock spur, but the tracks kept going uphill 
and above it. This time it seemed that the guys really had taken the 
wrong turn. I edged down to check out the conditions on the sup-
posed trail. I saw a huge open crevasse and a bergschrund to match it 
right where we were supposed to go and to top it off the visibility was 
pure awful. There was no way I would be trying this unless I could 
see and so we waited. We waited about 10 minutes but to no avail, 
the cloud just didn’t seem to be lifting.

We decided instead to follow the guys tracks above the rock spur, 
safer it seemed than breaking our own trail. It seemed to go up and 
up and eventually it became apparent that we had hit the Diamond 
Head traverse, which is just west of the Neve and wraps around the 
base of the Tent and Mount Garibaldi which towered just above us. 
We were also a lot higher than we had planned to be and sat at nearly 
2200m.

And then my phone dinged. And it dinged and it dinged and it 
dinged and messages flooded through and I had never been so hap-
py to have technology in my life. We were at the Garibaldi Junction 
which as it turned out is the only part of the traverse with signal. I 
immediately sent Georgie a message saying that it was going to be 
way longer than expected and that I may need to stay the night. Next 
I sent Duncan a message saying that unfortunate things had hap-
pened and that they would have to hitch-hike back to Vancouver (I 
was supposed to be giving them a lift back). I was ecstatic, my mood 
was elevated immeasurably and there, right beside us, we could see 
the Sharkfin—the mountain and checkpoint we had been so far from 
earlier on.

I knew that from here out it was ‘easy’; we were only about half-
way along the traverse in total and it was already 6PM, but at least 
we were off the damned glacier. There was two hours until sunset 
and there was no way we would be back to Erin’s car by dark, in 
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fact far from it, and we acknowledged that it would be a long, hard 
night. But at least now, the end was in sight (metaphorically). And 
so, we took off our skins and set off, we had reached the high point 
of the traverse and it was almost all downhill from here. Next stop: 
Garibaldi Lake (1472m).

We skied down from the Junction and past the Sharkfin, enjoy-
ing the beautiful, fluffy snow despite our tiredness. It was perfect and 
there was 600 meters of it! We skied past some huge crevasses and 
seracs on the way down as we passed the Sharkfin. We were swathed 
in sunshine as we skied down, leaving the high mountain clouds 
behind us, shrouding Mt. Garibaldi and the Tent. It seemed that we 
had beaten the changeable weather system that is so infamous on the 
Garibaldi Neve traverse.

After a short time, we had plateaued out and reached another 
part of the Neve that was hard to navigate; to the west were beauti-
ful powder fields that lead down to Warren glacier and a common 
wrong turn (although it does lead to Garibaldi lake, it takes a lot 
longer). Instead, we were to continue north through a col just be-
neath Glacier Pikes. We reskinned and worked our way up the col. It 
was only a short distance and would be our last uphill of the traverse 
– it’s always that bit easier, mentally, when you know you don’t have 
to worry about putting skins on again.

When we reached the top of the col we could look down and 
see Garibaldi lake, we were so close! In my mind, once we reached 
the lake we were basically done; the navigation was straight-forward 
and it was all downhill from there out. I would kiss that lake when I 
got to it, I swore. The spring snow was getting mighty slushy this low 
down and it was hard skiing, if not downright dangerous. Erin and 
Julie both had large overnight backpacks on which definitely did not 
make it any easier for them. It was a slow, methodical descent but 
soon enough we were by the lake’s edge, just in time to catch the last 
blood-red rays of the sun as it dipped behind Mount Price.

It was 8PM and we knew that this would probably be the last 
chance for a rest before we got back to the car and so we ate the last 
of our food and melted some more snow – filling up for the long 
journey home, which we estimated was about 5 hours away. When 
our bellies were full and our thirsts quenched and our energies re-
plenished, we found that a new positive energy fell upon us. We were 
ready for whatever the rest of the traverse had to throw at us. And 
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so, we set off into the dusk across the flat, white expanse of Garibaldi 
Lake, doing that night what some people do in a whole day.

There was 6km to cover across the lake and it was a renowned 
one-foot-in-front-of-the-other grind. We skinned into the clear, 
moonless night, following the light of our headtorches. We passed 
by the VOC’s Burton Hut as we crossed the lake but the possibility 
of staying a night there didn’t really appeal to us—we wanted to get 
home tonight (in hindsight, there wouldn’t have been any harm stay-
ing a night there).

My first hallucinations started on the lake, as we approached 20 
hours of ski touring; I saw shadows dance in the darkness in my 
peripheral vision—my eyes purely focused on the thin beam of light 
from my headtorch. I would fall for the mind-games every so often 
and look to the side to see nothing but kilometres of frozen lake 
disappearing into the darkness. And the same happened to the two 
girls, they imagined that their hands were glowing in the dark, like 
green, luminous glow-worms.

And it seemed like the end would never come—it just went on 
and on. About halfway across the lake I put my earphones in and 
blared some Fleetwood Mac; generally, I would scoff at listening to 
music in the backcountry, but in the darkness and after a long day 
I felt it was acceptable. We kept following Duncan and Alex’s tracks 
across the lake—a security in the darkness. Then after about an hour 

Leaving the sharkfin behind us. Photo credit: Erin.
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and a half we made it across the lake and close to the Garibaldi Lake 
campground.

There was no great “yippee!” after crossing the lake; it had been 
a serious grind and the fatigue was getting to us. What’s more, there 
were tracks everywhere on this side of the lake and we quickly lost 
sight of the guy’s trail. Ski tracks criss-crossed in all directions and 
it made for relatively difficult trail-finding. We followed a creek that 
led out of Garibaldi Lake and it quickly turned to bushwhacking—an 
unpleasant experience in the night. We followed a multitude of dif-
ferent small trails, swinging our way around the trees and changing 
our course when we thought we spotted a ‘well-trodden trail’ just 
above us, which oftentimes turned out to be nothing at all.

At this point, the hours kind of blended together in an awful 
concoction of hard Type-3 fun. Thinking back, I can’t really pull the 
memories apart from each other as I was suffering heavily from ex-
haustion. At some point, we managed to find the Garibaldi Lake trail 
signs and we were over the moon every time we passed one. It was 
very comforting knowing that we were on the right track.

After some hours of inefficient movement through the Garibaldi 
jungle we hit Lesser Garibaldi lake (which we thought we had al-
ready reached some time back). The lake had a lot of snow-shoe and 
ski tracks around the edges but had started to thaw out heavily. Erin 
and Julie had taken off their skis some time back and decided to 
boot-pack it, meaning that they had to be very careful of their foot 
placement in case they went right through the ice.

We made it around the lake thankfully event-free and continued 
our way along the now very well-trodden path. Eventually we passed 
Barrier Lake and then finally, came across the most wonderful sight: 
the Garibaldi junction! It was the 6km mark from the parking lot 
and separated the Black Tusk trail from Garibaldi lake. The end was 
so close I could smell it! It was 1AM at this stage and obviously way 
later than we had expected. There also so happened to be signal so I 
rang Georgie (who was out partying) and let her know that I would 
be sleeping in the car overnight.

There was still the very worst and final part to come though… 
The infamous Rubble Creek switchbacks. It’s always the worst part of 
ski touring in BC and its consistently there: the switchbacks through 
the treeline at the tail end of an exhausting day. And boy, oh boy, had 
this been one hell of a day. And so, we started off down them.
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With my lighter pack, I was a lot faster than Erin and Julie and 
would end up skiing ahead and waiting 10 minutes for them. Each 
time I would stop I would start to fall asleep on my feet and so even-
tually I started to sit down and go into a semi-conscious state while 
I waited. Then about halfway down the switchbacks, every time I 
stopped, I started to hallucinate again. They were not very visual hal-
lucinations, but my brain was doing cartwheels—fighting the urge to 
fall asleep it was kind of like dreaming while I was awake. I’ve never 
really had an experience like it.

When the snow disappeared, in spring fashion we boot-packed 
and I was happy for it! It meant I could go at the girl’s pace without 
having to stop all the time and after about two hours from the 6km 
junction, at 3AM we had made it to their car. I was too exhausted to 
be happy. I was too exhausted to feel anything. I collapsed beside the 
car and lay on my back for a while, allowing myself for the first time 
since 4.30AM the previous morning, to relax.

Erin drove me back to the Diamond head car park where I had 
left my van – I couldn’t even keep my eyes open on the ride there and 
I was shaken awake when we reached the parking lot. I got my stuff 
out of the trunk and after some very fond farewells to these two amaz-
ing ladies who I had met per chance, I fell into a dreamless, cold and 
interrupted sleep in my own car. I would wake up every half an hour 
or so and drive a little further down the mountain before having to 
pull over again for fear of falling asleep at the wheel. I could feel the 
temperatures rise as I descended more and it helped with getting a 
deeper sleep. Eventually, I made it to the Squamish McDonald’s and 
in the bright, morning light, I fell asleep for hours. I finally made it 
back to my apartment at around noon that day having left 35 hours 
prior.

It had been a 22.5-hour day of mountaineering and I had covered 
about 50km and without a doubt, it had been the hardest day of my 
life. It’s hard to summarize the traverse in a paragraph, let alone in 
an entire trip report, but one thing is for sure – I will remember that 
day for the rest of my life. I learned so much in such a short period of 
time and if I’m honest, I got very lucky that it didn’t turn out worse.

I learned to never skimp on vital gear. Just because you think it 
will be a day trip, doesn’t mean it will be; bring an emergency blan-
ket, bring a stove, bring medical supplies, bring the right gear! A 
couple extra kilograms won’t kill you, but it might save your life.
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I learned, truly, that a team is only as strong as their weakest 
man. I believe that Duncan and Alex were wrong for leaving me that 
day, even if they did have my consent. The end goal of summiting Mt. 
Garibaldi blinded them. I have huge respect for these guys and am 
good friends with them so no more need to be said on this matter.

I learned the importance of calculating compass declination! It 
was the main reason we were delayed so badly on the traverse and 
if I hadn’t met Erin and Julie and their stove, it could have had even 
worse repercussions. Never again will I be following a compass and 
map without first factoring it in. Still… It was definitely an interest-
ing way to get lost and with a life full of adventure ahead of me, I feel 
like it needed to happen at some time.

I learned the importance of keeping a cool head. While coming 
back along the Garibaldi Neve glacier, I looked at a sun warmed, 
45 degree slope with a bergschrund at the bottom and somehow 
thought it would be okay to go up it – in fact, I didn’t even think 
about it. I let adrenaline and haste get the better of me. My mum 
always told me that the most important thing in life is to ‘always stay 
in control’, and I let my emotions take control.

Dusk, resting and eating before crossing the lake. Photo credit: Shane Monks 
O’Byrne.
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As the Irish would say “Don’t be an eejit! Yih feckin’ gobshite, 
yih”.  Which roughly translates to “Don’t be an idiot”. I completed 
the Neve traverse safely and with my equal share of luck and mis-
fortune and I learned oh-so-much. I can see why Baldwin rates the 
traverse as advanced – it’s the route-finding that’s hard, not the ski-
ing. I would urge every skier to do the famous traverse, but go with 
someone who has done it before! (I guess a GPS would do also…). 
The weather systems in the area are renowned for their changeability 
and we got the full brunt of it. It was a fantastic privilege to get it 
under my belt and I might even consider doing it again in the future 
(although maybe in a couple of days this time…).

Below, Duncan has written about himself and Alex’s journey 
from when they left me. A very enjoyable read!

Duncan and Alex’s adventures up Mt. Garibaldi

43 km, 2417m elevation gain, 16 hrs … GO:
Just before stepping onto Bishop Glacier, we took a short rest to 

eat some food and contemplate the logistics of pushing on with the 
original plan (complete the traverse and attain the summit of Mt. 
Garibaldi). After a short break and thoughtful discussion as a team, 
we decided that Alex and I would go on ahead to try and push for 
the summit, after which we would meet Shane at the junction on the 
high point of the traverse (just below the base of Mt. Garibaldi). It 
was a relatively straight shot across the glacier to the junction. Before 
separating, we noted the route on the map to ensure everyone had 
a sense of where to go. Due to Alex having done the traverse the 
week prior, we figured it best if Shane kept the map and followed our 
tracks across the glacier. There was a group of two girls behind us 
that we figured Shane could join so that no one would travel alone.

Due to the low lying cloud layer, visibility was relatively poor 
while crossing the glacier (despite the obvious blue skies above the 
clouds). Luckily, Alex had a good sense of the direction we needed 
to travel and recognized many of the landmarks amidst the sea of 
white. As we began to gain the ridge to the junction, the sun popped 
out making the ascent incredibly tiresome and hot, as the sun’s rays 
beamed off the glacier. Tired and way too warm, we reached the 
junction where we had lunch and decided whether we would push 
for the summit.
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Although the sun was beating down on us, we felt pretty good 
and Garibaldi was looming just overhead so we decided to go for 
it. We roped up for the initial part of the ascent as we passed over 
some obvious crevasses and downhill of some potentially dangerous 
seracs. According to the topo, the summit of Garibaldi was 500m 
above the junction; however it looked much higher in person. I 
asked Alex doubtingly, “Are you sure this is Garibaldi and it isn’t that 
smaller peak over there? (a sub peak off the shoulder of Garibaldi)”. 
We unroped after crossing the obviously crevassed section (the snow 
bridges felt stable and we were more comfortable going on without 
the constant tug of the rope). I found a previous uptrack that took 
a good line on the mountain and followed it, with Alex just behind.

As we continued up the mountain we saw Shane and the two 
girls on the glacier following our tracks and thought, “Oh, they may 
beat us to the junction, we’ll have to be relatively quick”. Worried 
that if Shane waits at the junction for us for too long he’ll think we 
ditched him and continued on, or that something may have hap-
pened to us.

I eventually reached the formidable bergschrund about 80-
100m from the summit. I saw where the previous crew had crossed 
(over a snow bridge that spanned the width of the large crevasse). 
I prodded it with my ski pole – it felt stable. The bergschrund was 
about a meter in width with much of it exposed, save a couple snow 
bridged areas. After admiring the deep chasm, I took off my skis 
and strapped them to my pack (the slope is about 45 degrees until 
the summit – too steep to skin up). Herein is where I made a couple 
regrettable mistakes.

In the essence of saving time and seeing that the snowpack was 
quite deep, I decided crampons would likely not provide any addi-
tional benefit and so I didn’t put them on (minor mistake).

The snow bridge felt quite stable, it had been crossed what 
looked like recently, and Alex was a couple kick turns behind me. I 
decided to give it a go and quickly cross it, unroped. Trying to spread 
my weight out as much as possible, I got low and placed my foot on 
the bridge for a short moment before getting my entire body over. 
Nothing happened, the snow bridge held and it felt solid.

Instead of waiting for Alex to reach the bergschrund and giving 
him the option of roping up, I decided to push on so I wouldn’t have 
to rest on a 45 degree slope with a man sized crevasse just below me.
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Although the latter point may have been a good choice given that 
I had already crossed the bergschrund and was at risk by waiting just 
above the crevasse, it does not excuse point #2. I should have waited 
for Alex. There was no reason for me to push on alone. I would have 
to wait on the summit anyway. I felt as if the bridge was stable, but 
I didn’t know for sure. It could have collapsed as I crossed it and it 
could have collapsed as Alex crossed it. It was spring and the day 
had been quite warm with periodic direct sunlight illuminating the 
mountain. I had known this and I had even considered it when de-
ciding to solo the bergschrund. Luckily it didn’t collapse and we were 
both fine. This was a mistake on my part and one which I wouldn’t 
make again. I was worried about time, was hot and tired, and didn’t 
do good decision making. In addition to crossing the schrund, the 
slope to the summit was quite steep and although there were good 
feet in the snow, it would have been nice to have had the option to 
rope up in case someone lost their balance and fell backwards.

I would like to note that if I were alone I would have made the 
same decision and been okay with it; but I wasn’t alone. The benefit 
of having a partner is that you don’t have to take risks like this, or 
that these risks can at least be mitigated. Anyway, lesson learned.

Moving on to my first point, the choice to not put on crampons 
(Alex didn’t either) would have been fine had I followed the straight 
snow line to summit. However, as post holing through waist deep 
powder isn’t my forte, I decided to tread right where there was rock 
and ice – something my ice axe could grip onto so I wouldn’t sink 
every step. This decision was good, except that now my feet kept 
slipping. I never felt at risk of falling down, it was just incredibly 
tiring as I’d essentially dig my axe into the ice/rock features and then 
pull myself up with arms, occasionally getting a nice foothold on the 
rock.

I eventually reached the ridgeline where it was an easy 10m of 
pretty much flat cruising to the summit. I even threw my skis back 
on to make the final push more enjoyable. The summit was incred-
ible. The clouds would periodically disperse allowing for the sun to 
illuminate the vast array of glacier carved, mountain backdrops that 
Garibaldi Provincial Park has to offer. I had reception up here and 
made a couple phone calls. I received an anonymous text in a strange 
format that I didn’t recognize; I figured I’d look at it later and just 
take in the views. I walked down a bit to watch Alex ascending up 
the slope. He had crossed the bergschrund and was making his way 
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up the steep slope, sticking to the snow clad portion. We were able to 
communicate easy enough and celebrated as soon as he topped out. 
We were ecstatic. “It’s done!”, we thought. We had completed half of 
the traverse, summited Garibaldi, and felt great. It was pretty much 
all downhill from here – literally.

After taking a couple photos and eating some snacks we figured 
we should probably ski down to meet up with Shane. The ski down 
was incredible – blower pow and one long steep slope. Baldwin lists 
the bergschrund as a hazard on the descent, and we were aware of 
this. However, it ended up making for a rad feature that you would 
hit and gap, soaring through the air for a brief moment. We made for 
the junction, enjoying the ski down every second of the way. The de-
scent began at 45+° and slowly eased up after crossing the schrund. 
The round trip time from the junction to the summit and back was 
about 2.5 hrs.

When we arrived at the junction, however, Shane wasn’t there. 
Worried, we started shouting his name in case he was waiting else-
where – no answer. I remembered the strange text that I had received 
on the summit and I decided to check it. It was a message from a 
satellite phone from one of the girls Shane was travelling with. It 
read, “Hey Duncan, Shane here. I’m skiing with 2 girls currently at 
top of Glacier – under Sharkfin. Will cya at rubble creek. Or update 
you else.” Sharkfin being the mountain just before crossing onto 
Garibaldi Lake from the glacier, we thought “perfect, they’re ahead 
of us, we’ll meet them at the parking lot. Maybe they’ll even have the 
car waiting for us!”. On top of that, Alex noticed ski tracks leading 
from the junction towards the lake; we were sure they were ahead of 
us. We skied down from the junction and ascended the last bit of real 
uphill before crossing onto the lake.

Travelling across the lake was the worst. It was 6km of boring, 
flat terrain. The surrounding scenery was beautiful but unchanging. 
We were out of water by this point (knowing that there were streams 
on the other side of the lake we had finished our water before cross-
ing). It took us 1.5 hrs to cross the lake which we felt like forever. 
We’d continually eat the accumulate slush on our skis to stay rela-
tively hydrated. As soon as we crossed, I rushed to fill up our water 
bottles. We had one last snack and made our way to the eventual 
descent trail.

The ski to the descent trail was relatively uneventful, with short 
uphill and downhill sequences. Eventually we reached the brutal 
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switchbacks that continue for 6.5km to the parking lot at Rubble 
Creek. The upper section was manageable but the lower section was 
filled with branches, dirt, and other signs of spring skiing. We car-
ried our skis on our packs down the last 2km or so. We had done 
it, completed the Neve and summited Garibaldi in a single day. The 
whole trip involved about 43km of travel with 2417m elevation gain 
and took 16hrs. We were ecstatic … that was until I received another 
text from the same sat phone.

Shane wasn’t at the parking lot. In fact they were never under 
the Shark Fin as previously noted. They had gotten lost on the gla-
cier and ended up traversing all the way across it to the far end. It 
was 8:21pm and they had just started skinning across the lake (they 
wouldn’t be down for another 4hrs or so). They had confirmed that 
they were okay and didn’t need help which we were glad to hear. 
However, now we were stuck at the parking lot.

Luckily there were a group of friendly hikers that we had 
passed on the switchbacks. They were kind enough to drive us to 
the highway where we could attempt to hitchhike somewhere (they 
didn’t have enough room for us and our gear to go all the way to 
Vancouver). After 20 minutes of no success hitchhiking, I called my 
roommate in Vancouver to see if he would be willing to make the 
drive up and “rescue” us – he was happy too. In the meantime some-
one stopped and offered us a ride to Squamish which we took. She 
kindly dropped us off at the McDonalds where we sat and gorged 
ourselves until our ride showed up, all the while talking about the 
amazing adventure we just had.

All the while, Alex and I remained in continual contact with 
Shane and the girls to ensure they were okay. I messaged a bunch of 
our friends who knew we were out to keep them updated on the situ-
ation. All was okay, everyone got out safely, and fun was had by all.

The biggest regret of the trip: neither Alex nor I took a photo of 
one another on the summit. It’s as if it never happened now :-)

Lessons learned:
• You don’t need to solo if you have a partner
• Don’t separate in the backcountry
• If you’re doing the Neve and relying on hitchhiking back 

to your car, try and get the Whistler rush. One of those ski 
bums has got to pick you up!
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AN ASCENT OF THE NIPPLE
March 25-26, 2017

Birgit Rogalla

Participants: Cassandra Elphinstone, Kike Colomes-Capon, 
Vincent Hanlon, Mirko Moeller, Birgit Rogalla

The Nipple is located near the small town of Boston Bar, north of 
Hope. Despite its titillating name, it is one of the least flagrant peaks 
in the area – nearby are Jackass Mountain and Scuzzy. On stormy 
weekends, the region often has the best weather within three hours 
of Vancouver, and since the avalanche conditions in the area were 
good, we headed off late Saturday morning, with the Baldwin book 
in hand.

Access difficulties

From Highway 1 in Boston Bar, cross the bridge to the west side 
of the Fraser and take a right after the railroad crossing, travelling 
upriver. There are a few deceiving turn-offs that you don’t want to 
follow. The correct fork, to the left, is a well-established driveway 
that ends at a house and a locked gate. Now comes the tricky part. 
Apparently the logging road (Powder Puff Main) was decommis-
sioned a few years ago and the road that accesses it is now privately 
owned.

As we stood in front of the gate debating what to do, the lady who 
owns the property and the accompanying Sandy Pines Campground 
drove up. She was at first reluctant to let us through (something 
about a former squatters’ camp that had apparently trashed the area), 
but when she heard we wanted to climb the Nipple she was excited 
and gave us a key. The deal was that we would post pictures on the 
campground Facebook page and return the key Sunday evening. 
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Note: I’m not sure she will always be so willing to lend the key. From 
the summit, access from the southeast, connecting to a different log-
ging road, looked possible.

Once through the gate, finding the unmarked turnoff for Powder 
Puff Main among many unmarked turnoffs is another challenge. 
Driving this section is definitely beneficial (it saves ~5 km of walk-
ing), although challenging with slushy snow (my vehicle is 4wd, high 
clearance with all-season tires) and slightly nerve-wracking. Follow 
what looks like the most commonly used road (tending right) until 
you see stacked piles of metal culverts. Here we parked our car and 
started the ski up the road to the left (start elevation ~400 m).

The rest of the route

Though the summit is only 8 km from the trailhead, it involves 
about 1900 m of elevation gain. The first few km are on a logging 
road with three or four switchbacks, and we had to take off our skis 
a few times to cross small streams. The washboard road was remi-
niscent of a sixpack – the abs of the mountain. We traced a sensuous 
trail up among (surprisingly pretty) clearcuts and old burns, turn off 
at about 1000 m under a big open face. 

Here there is a short side road that winds up to the top of a lit-
tle bump, from which a subtle ridge leads up to the burn at the top 
of the clear cut, and into the lichen-filled, hairy forest above on the 
mountain’s ribs. Continuing on into the forest, the ridge becomes 
more and more pronounced – and it continues all the way to the 

Dinner time in our snow kitchen. Photo credit: Kike Colomes-Capon.
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summit. Given our late start, we camped on a bench around 1800m 
– an hour or so up the ridge.

The next morning, four of us summited the Nipple, around 1.5 
hours from our campsite. Likely any route up through the mellow 
trees will bring you to treeline and a flat ridgetop leading to the 
summit. The area is wind swept and snow is thin (occasionally just 
rocks), except on the cliffy side of the ridge where there are big cor-
nices. From here the peak is visible, although it looks deceivingly 
far, beyond the rocky cliffs like chiseled pecs. Wait – we began to be-
come suspicious: Who did the Nipple belong to, a man or a woman? 
Unclear. But a view of the summit, neither rounded nor especially 
prominent, convinced us that the cairn on the peak – perky in the 
cold wind – was male.

Pleased to have divested ourselves of a mildly sexist assumption, 
we skied down mellow snow of worse and worse quality. The logging 
road was terrible slush without the joy of spring corn skiing. To our 
relief, the car made it back out of the logging road. We returned the 
key and sent the owners a Facebook message to their Campground 
page — they were very enthusiastic about our trip.
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AN ADVENTURE-FILLED 
SPEARHEAD TRAVERSE

Shane Monks O’Byrne

“The Spearhead is a classic. First completed in 1964 over the 
course of 9 days by members of the Varsity Outdoor Club, it’s only 
right that a trip be organized this, the centennial year”. This is what I 
wrote in the trip description to try and entice some adventure-loving 
VOCers to do the Spearhead Traverse. The multi-day (although 
some nutters do it in a single day) ski tour between Blackcomb and 
Whistler is renowned in British Columbia and is considered one of 
the top 50 ski tours in North America. We completed it over the 
Easter weekend in two days and it’s easy to see the attraction of it: the 
challenging traverse rewards with its incredible views and fantastic 
skiing. In 14.5 hours we covered 39km with 14 glacier crossings, an 
elevation gain of 2266m and a high point of 2610m (the Garmin even 
said we had a top speed of 67km/hr). The Spearhead was challenging 
not only physically, but mentally too – I found myself pushed to my 
very limits and you will see why in the story to come. I would urge 
anyone with a lust for the great outdoors to experience the wild and 
wonderful traverse and to see just how far you can push your body 
and mind.

The Spearhead is an advanced tour and I let the prerequisites 
mirror that. AST, crevasse rescue, advanced skiing ability, good 
physical fitness and winter camping experience were all necessary 
for the trip, so when ten people turned up to the pre-trip meeting I 
was a little surprised. There was no way I could run the trip with that 
many people so we split the group in two with Matthias Leonhardt, 
Duncan Pawson, Dylan Heerema and Alexandre Jobin being in my 
group. The other half set about organizing their own, three-day ver-
sion of the trip. We discussed the vitals at the pre-trip (food, shelter, 
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route-finding and gear) and at the end, quickly ran over the basics of 
crevasse rescue to jog everyone’s memory.

We would start off the traverse from Blackcomb glacier – ac-
cessible by ski lift (a bit different to when the traverse was first 
completed from Alta lake). As such, a 2AM alpine start on Saturday 
would be pointless when the upper lifts only open at 8:30AM or so. 
I collected Alexandre and Duncan at 5:30AM from UBC campus 
while Dylan drove Matt. We met at Whistler at 7:30, had a quick 
coffee, filled up our bellies with water and took the Gondola straight 
out of Blackcomb. Although we had made it on one of the first lifts 
of the morning, in classic Whistler fashion the Glacier Express chair 
hadn’t opened yet so we waited in the Glacier Creek Lodge, looking 
out into the horrible weather that hadn’t been forecast.

When the lift finally opened, we scooted up it, onto the Showcase 
T-bar and then we were onto Blackcomb Glacier: the true start of the 
Spearhead Traverse. We skied across the famous glacier to the base 
of our first climb, just below the Spearhead peak. We took our skins 
out of our bags and pulled them apart. So sticky! A lot different to 
how they would be by the end of tomorrow. I didn’t count how many 
times I took my skins on and off my skis on the Spearhead, but I’d es-
timate somewhere around twenty times. Never in any tour I’ve ever 
done have I taken my skins off so much.

There were fast folks who had made it onto the mountain ear-
lier than us that morning and a lovely skin track had been laid out 
for us to follow, welcomed after the heavy snowfall the night before. 
Energized, we started our way up the incline – zig-zagging here and 
there but generally following the lemming line. We skinned about 
150 meters up to the east col with the towering Spearhead to our left. 
Although, we couldn’t see very much with the persistent snow; our 
navigation came primarily from my map and compass and Dylan’s 
GPS.

After reaching the col we had our first descent of the traverse: a 
steep ski down Circle Glacier and our first taste of the gorgeous snow 
quality to come. It was bliss. We floated and carved through the snow 
towards the frozen Decker Lake. Our heavy backpacks: unnotice-
able, as we were weightless. The snow was perfect – spring skiing, 
what’s that? When we all made it to the bottom we had the necessary 
post-ski discussion and watched as the sun poked its little head out. 
In the warmth of the faint sun we redonned our skins and made our 
way across Decker Glacier.
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As we traversed the glacier, we looked at the first of two lakes 
to our left. 10 years ago, these lakes weren’t even here but have 
formed in recent years as a direct result of global warming melting 
the Decker Glacier. The terrain features around these parts change 
year-to-year as parts of the ice break or melt away. Some parts are 
becoming trickier to navigate on skis.

We started skinning up towards the Decker-Trorey ridge and it 
got steep fast. We tracked 200 meters up and I was quite envious that 
I was not skiing back down towards the lakes. It was a 35 degree, 
elongated, perfect power, alpine run the whole way down and get-
ting up was a bitch. But, soon enough with jelly-legs we made it to 
the arete. The weather had really come in at this stage and it stayed 
like that for the rest of the day. Into the whiteness, we started to ski 
down to Trorey glacier, still following our compass which was point-
ing due-east (or thereabouts). The ski down to Trorey was steep and 
hard to navigate in the poor visibility but before we knew it we were 
down the ridge and had to get our skins back on.

I decided that it was time for my first mars bar of the day (I had 
two. And that was all I had until dinner tonight, apart from some 
useless Jolly Ranchers). With frozen caramel stuck to my beard and 
icicles dangling from my moustache we started to skin over towards 
Mount Pattison where our first challenge would lie. There was a 
250-meter climb to the arête below Pattison which was hard enough, 
but when we got there we realised that we didn’t know where to go. 
Most of day-tourers had now disappeared as this was too far com-
mitted along the Traverse so we were left at the front of the crowd, 
breaking trail. We saw a couple making their way South, up towards 
Pattison but per Dylan’s GPS that was blatantly the wrong way. To 
our left and beneath us was a huge cornice. This was apparently what 
we were supposed to get below and there were a couple of prob-
lems with that: firstly, we didn’t actually know how to get down to 
it, secondly, we’d be on a heavily crevassed glacier directly below an 
ominous 15-meter cornice. Hmm…

Duncan went down a wee bit to try and find a non-death route 
and disappeared for a couple of minutes before shouting back up that 
he’d found the route. We slinked, trepidly down the left side of the 
cornice where there was a small entrance down to Tremor Glacier. It 
was no great relief once we were down though as the cornice towered 
directly above. Strewn everywhere about us were large chunks that 
had fallen from above and as spring rolled in the conditions wouldn’t 
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be getting any better. We practically sprinted out of there (or as fast 
as trail-breaking would allow) and tried to dodge the evident sagging 
from the crevasses around us. We stopped moving when we were 
sufficiently far away from the cornice. Whew… That was unpleasant.

We navigated the white-out along the flat for a while until we 
needed to make our decision on where to go. Going by our trusty 
compass and map companions we saw that we had to veer south-east 
towards the Shudder-Tremor col. By this stage, I was knackered, it 
had been a non-stop day and no matter how many Jolly Ranchers I 
sucked on the energy just wasn’t coming back to me. The awful, aw-
ful weather definitely didn’t help morale. And so, we started up to the 
col with 300 endless meters to the top. I was trailing far behind the 
group at this stage – I had never really thought I’d see myself lagging 
but this group was extremely strong, I was happy to be surrounded 
by such powerful skiers. Head hanging in exhaustion, step-by-step I 
plodded my skis up the slope. Every movement sapped a little more 
from me. And then, the tiny col was in front of me; only a couple of 
meters wide and separating two huge mountains. I fell through the 
col and onto the flat plateau. I needed at least ten minutes to recover 
from that climb, it had taken the last of the day’s energy from me. 
And so, I ate my second Mars bar.

The good thing was that it was basically all downhill to our 
planned camp on Naden Glacier that night. There were a couple 
other teams of skiers at the top of the col, resting as we were. I chat-
ted with them in between the puffing and panting, it seemed that 
most people were looking to camp quite soon (on Platform Glacier, 
or in that area). We really wanted to push on a little further than 
that though, to try and gain as much ground as possible so that we 
could be done with the traverse early-ish on Sunday. It was supposed 
to be a blue bird day on Sunday – that’s beautiful and all, but after 
the storm slabs and wind slabs that will have formed and the heat 
of the sun, the snowpack would be very unstable. Best to be off the 
mountain sooner rather than later.

After about fifteen minutes we pushed on reluctantly (at least, on 
my behalf). It was a beautiful ski down from the col onto Platform 
Glacier and the sun had actually come out! It was looking like blue 
would roll in for the evening and stay with us into the night. There 
were a couple of tents dotted close-by on our left, some smart folks 
soaking in the sunshine and the incredible view all the way up 
Fitzsimmons Creek. We skinned past them, south towards Ripsaw 
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Glacier, making our own tracks. There was a short but quite technical 
ski down Ripsaw which involved side-slipping down a steep couloir 
(forgive us, but we were knackered and had rather heavy backpacks 
on. Not really the time for steep skiing)

The couloir led directly onto Naden Glacier, our planned camp-
site! Unfortunately, the gods had not favoured us this Saturday 
though as a massive snow storm had engulfed us. It was nuking and 
visibility was next to nought. We were on Naden but we really had 
no idea where we were relatively speaking. After pushing into the 
blizzard for about 10 minutes we called it. There was no telling which 
was up in this thing, the snow on the ground was indecipherable 
from the white sky. So disorientating it was that if you looked up for 
too long you would start to feel nauseous. We decided to set up camp 
where we were and not a step further.

To say I was tired would be an understatement. I was shaking. 
My lack of food had bit me in the butt and hastily I started to dig 
out a snowhole to place my bivy in. Dylan and Matt shared one tent 
while Duncan and Alex shared another. In the storm we dug and 
dug, the hard work kept us warm and averted our focus from our 
bellies. Eventually, with the tents and bivy erected, we could think 
about food. The snow had started to mellow out, it fell lazily down 
and the huge crystals floated onto our tents and clothes. I’d never 

Curled up in my bivy for the night. Photo credit: Duncan Pawson.
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seen them so big, you could see with the bare eye the uniqueness of 
each snowflake, without sounding cliché.

I puffed up my sleeping bag and got in the bivy. Still fully clothed, 
I dozily watched as my water slowly boiled for my Chili-pasta din-
ner. The bodily-shaking soon came to an end when I had eaten some 
food and I felt my usual self again. I started to be able to converse 
with the rest of my group again and we found ourselves merry and in 
fits of giggles, probably delirious after the strenuous day. And as we 
chatted the skies cleared above us – for real this time, it seemed that 
it was here to stay. We watched light from the beautiful sunset set the 
mountains around us on fire. A nearby unnamed peak was set alight 
in a late-evening pink, even the spindrift that the wind whipped off 
it was glowing. The campsite was picturesque, a true mountaineers 
camp, tents dug a meter down in an ocean of white.

As the sun set and the starry vista rose, the temperature started 
to plummet. When it reached about -10 degrees we decided to hit 
the hay. I crawled contently into my bivy and stargazed for a while 
– truly at peace in the silence of the mountains. I zipped up my bivy, 
rolled over and fell asleep.

The alarm dinged at 4AM and it was time to rise – a glorious day 
awaited us. The sky was a cloudless, star-speckled black that showed 
no sign of bad weather. With haste, we made our porridge and 
packed up our gear. In typical camping fashion (no matter if you’re 
on top of a mountain on an alpine expedition or by the sea with some 
beers), packing up took longer than expected. It was nearly 6AM by 

Matt was packed up super early and tried to keep warm by doing laps. Photo 
credit: Duncan Pawson.
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the time we were leaving camp and navigating south towards the end 
of the Naden glacier. We crossed a couple other tents on the way out, 
late risers it would seem. An early wakening was key in my mind, 
with the sun blazing on the snow today, it would be very unstable.

We skinned up to couloir ridge and looked at the alternate 
Spearhead route down Macbeth Glacier and out the far side. We 
would instead be cutting Macbeth short and skiing up to an arete on 
our left and towards Iago Glacier. Cautiously feeling out the early-
morning snow we cut onto the ridge and looked at the enormous 
drop below us. We were traversing a 45 degree slope that went all the 
way down to Lawsuit Lake which was 600 meters below us. Horrible 
consequences if one were to slip. The sun was already so high in 
the sky and the steep slope was South-East facing, it seemed all the 
worst-case scenarios were aligning. The snow was very slabby, there 
were evident shooting cracks with every step taken in the new storm 
snow and there was a cornice to our right, about 100 meters above 
us. Truly this was a horrible place to be; fast, careful movement was 
imperative. There was about 300 meters of this terrain to cross and 
the end couldn’t come soon enough. Then, about halfway across the 
face my right leg suddenly gave out from under me and my knee 
came crashing down. A large crack shot 5 meters in front of me and 
behind me.

There was silence and no one moved. After a few moments, it 
was clear that the slab had not given, I was lucky this time. It turned 
out that my snow-covered skin had come off my right ski, causing 
it to slip. I told everyone to go ahead as quick as possible and that I 
would catch up (there’s no waiting for people in terrain like this). I 
wrapped a voile strap around my ski, holding the skin in place and 
continued – thoroughly spooked.

Eventually we left the touchy snow and stood on a plateau on 
Iago that overlooked the entire Spearhead Traverse – We were just 
below the famous Mt. Fitzsimmons along with a handful of other 
beautiful peaks and they stood tall and proud in the cloudless sun-
shine. We started to skin up to the base of Mt. Iago which was about 
150 meters above us. We were fully energized and stormed up the 
slope and before long we were at the top and looked down onto the 
enormous Diavolo Glacier – the largest glacier on this trip. Best 
part? The ski down! Perfect powder lines awaited us and we couldn’t 
wait to shred them. As a group, with blue skies above and the wind 
chirping at our cheeks we made our beautiful turns down the face, 
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soaking in every moment of it. Looking back up we could see our 
‘S’s, all parallel to each other.

When we reached the base we allowed ourselves fifteen minutes 
to chat about the run, recuperate some energy and prepare for the 
giant climb ahead. It was the last big ascent of the spearhead and it 
was going to be unforgiving, with the sun high in the sky we would 
be skinning 400 meters up to the base of Mt. Benvolio. It would be 
the high point of our traverse at 2610m. And so, with sweat beading 
from my nose we started the trudge up.

The views on the way up were magnificent – We were skiing 
on a humungous glacier on a blue bird day and there were many 
sizeable peaks around. Cheakamus, Iago, Fitzsimmons, Benvolio, 
Diavolo and Angelo all dwarfed us. Many layers were shed on the 
ascent and by the top I was practically naked. Eventually, we reached 
the Benvolio-Fitzsimmons col but chose to instead continue up and 
wrap around the left side on Benvolio. A couple of hours back we 
had seen a huge cornice that had collapsed just below the col and the 
standard route was no longer navigable (at least safely).

When we finally reached the true high point we were ecstatic – 
we knew that it was mostly downhill from here all the way back to  
Whistler (even though we were only just past half-way along the trav-
erse). After a short rest, we took our skins off and chucked them in 
our backpacks, no longer caring for their well-being. We skied down 
onto the Fitzsimmons glacier and traversed to the base of Overlord 
mountain where we wrapped around the right side of it. The wind 
was ferocious here – the terrain was utterly barren as any ounce of 
snow was whipped off the mountain, sastrugi was painted across the 
plateau, it gnarled and curled around the base of the mountain.

Eventually we dropped out of the wind and onto the leeside of 
Overlord mountain – I could finally hear myself think again. But 
now we had a decision to make: my map said to go south-west down 
a steep wind-loaded slope, but it looked like there was an alternate 
and longer route north that also led down to Overlord Glacier. Snow 
still blew in our faces and we wanted to get out of this area fast. We 
decided to follow the map and Dylan started to side-slip his was 
down the narrow slope, feeling out the snow quality for the rest of 
us. And then, to my horror I watched a shooting crack fire 10 meters 
to each side of him. And this time, it gave…

The 15m wide slab started moving downhill and with it, Dylan. 
I watched as he slid but then after only moving about a meter, he 
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managed to pull off the moving slab and stay static as the snow 
moved on. The slab got faster and widened dramatically. We watched 
as the entire mountain side gave way and slid into the distance. An 
enormous amount of snow was moving, and eventually after about 
80 meters or so it came to a halt. We were all speechless, personally, 
I had never seen anything quite like it – it was a full-blown size 2 
avalanche with a 30cm crown.

Dylan was a bit shook up so I led the rest of the way down 
the touchy slope. There was one shooting crack after another and 
I had never been less confident in skiing in my life. Eventually we 
were away from the wind-loaded face and onto more steady snow. 
Avalanche.ca had predicted considerable in the alpine, but I think 
that this scenario goes to show how different one place can be to 
another. In hindsight, that specific aspect and face should have been 
extreme. Far more snow had fallen the evening before than forecast 
and the wind had been howling causing a great deal of storm and 
wind loading. The forecast should be read, ingested and acknowl-
edged but when you are in the backcountry it’s just so important that 
you yourself evaluate the terrain. We were all avalanche trained and 
strong skiers and I believe we could have saved Dylan had he been 
caught in it. Still, we got lucky that afternoon.

We skinned for a couple of kilometres across Overlord Glacier, 
deciding to stay lower on the glacier rather than on the suggested 
route below Whirlwind peak which cut under some large cornices. 
At the end of the glacier we started to skin up the south side of 
Fissile peak and ended up skiing over one of the largest cornices I’d 
ever seen (we had seen some negligent people ski under the cornice 
rather than over it). And now, we knew that we had made it; we had 
nearly 500 meters of vertical powder skiing right in front of us. We 
were literally shaking in excitement, people travel all the way from 
Whistler just to ski what we were about to ski. We looked down the 
untouched, blank canvas, Fissile peak to our right, Russet lake and 
the Himmelbach hut somewhere in the distance and the end in sight. 
And we started skiing.

Floating, gliding, sliding, riding and whatever other verb that 
my thesaurus doesn’t provide, couldn’t describe the skiing. It was the 
best snow I had skied in my 18 years of skiing and it was endless. We 
ripped carves and turned effortlessly as we descended, a smile beam-
ing from cheek to cheek. “F*&K YEAH!”. Eventually, after about 15 
minutes of bliss we were just above Russet Lake where we would 
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have to don our skins for the final time. Lazily, we stuck them back 
on – all of us utterly content. “Anyone up for Mag99’s on the way 
home?”.

It was only a short skin above the lake when we took off the 
skins again, this time for good. We were still at 1900m and we were 
descending all the way back to the car at 600m. We started to ski 
down again, enjoying our turns and enjoying the terrain change as 
we started to enter the treeline. It was incredibly fun swerving in 
and out of trees on the untouched terrain as we worked our way 
northwest and back towards the Singing Pass trail, which would lead 
us all the way home.

Finally, when enough fun was had we had made it to the bottom 
of the run and to the start of the trail. We all knew what lay ahead and 
we would take the good with the bad. This would be my second time 
on the Singing Pass and I knew just what kind of hell it would be…. 
We had over 10km of bushwhacking and tree-swinging, swearing 
and exhaustion to go as we navigated the narrow and poorly marked 
little trail. It’s classic BC style really, it’s well known that the end of a 
ski tour in the Pacific North-West is really, really shit.

And so, we started along the trail and I won’t bore you with the 
gory, whiney details but it was unpleasant. And then, we were back 
in Whistler village, tired, destroyed but happy. Very happy indeed! 
We had done the Spearhead in two days! High fives were exchanged 
and we made our way to the furniture warehouse for some cheap 
grub before heading home.

What an adventure it was, the Spearhead – I don’t think I truly 
captured in this report how hard I found it. I underestimated it, I 
think. “I mean it’s only Whistler backcountry, right? I’ve done loads 
of the runs already”. The Spearhead traverse is a really challenging 
traverse and should not be taken lightly, that is the warning that I 
would give to anyone considering it. I think that a 3-day Spearhead 
traverse would also be lovely – a little bit more relaxed and with the 
possibility of bagging some peaks along the way. I found my body 
pushed to its very limits, evident due to the illness that came over 
me for the next week, it had run me down. But truly, it’s one hell of 
a traverse; In my life I had never crossed so many glaciers as I did in 
two days, you crane your neck to look up at some truly magnificent 
mountains and meet amazing people doing amazing things along 
the way. Oh, and the skiing was incredible too!



122

VOC Journal 60, 2018

TWO ATTEMPTS ON 
COGNAC PEAK

Devlin Mottershead

In August 2017, my dad, Jeff, and I were attempting to make our 
14th straight month of touring and decided to go to Cognac Peak. 
Cognac Peak is in the Brandywine group, near Brandywine Glacier. 
When we were driving on the logging road, the tailpipe got caught on 
the road, and when we parked, we found the tailpipe under the tire. 
We figured it wasn’t going anywhere, so we left it there and started on 
our hike. It took about an hour, but we made it to the glacier heading 
for the summit of Cognac Peak. I wasn’t sure I wanted to summit. 
My dad talked with me until I said FINE, we will go to the summit, 
but when we started walking up, we realized that we were stuck at 
dangerous steep stuff and we had to turn around. We got ready to ski 
downhill, and my dad said he might pop out on his first turn. He said 
that because he tried to adjust his bindings to make his new boots fit 
the night before the adventure, but the bindings didn’t have enough 
adjustment to fit his boots. On the first turn he double-ejected and 
rolled down about 2 contour lines and almost hit some rocks when 
he stopped. After he went back to get his skis, he leaned back on hike 
mode for the rest of the glacier. Then we started heading for the car. 
When we got there we used Voile straps to tie the tailpipe to the back 
of the car.

On September 30th we were heading up again to really summit 
Cognac Peak to get our 15th and 16th month of touring on the same 
overnight trip. It was a mix of rain and snow, which made the glacier 
way less annoying to ski on. On the glacier there were holes and cre-
vasses. On October 1st we got to the summit of Cognac Peak, and we 
also saw the biggest bergschrund that my dad and I have seen in our 
whole entire lives. When we were skiing back down to the end of the 
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glacier, our skis touched the ice of the glacier for about two-thirds of 
our turns. When we were at Brandywine Meadows, we were going a 
lot faster than we were in the boulder field a bit higher up, which is 
the hardest part of the trip. Even though you move a lot slower you 
still gain elevation a lot faster at the boulder field.

Devlin crosses a crevasse. Photo credit: Jeff Mottershead.
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GARIBALDI PARK SPEED 
TRAVERSE

Mt. Currie to Red Heather in 30.3 Hours
June 3-4, 2017

Christian Veenstra

“You should turn back now,” a passerby said in a thick Russian 
accent as he watched me wallowing helplessly in the snow, “you 
will die here”. That was more than 10 years ago, on my first trip into 
Garibaldi Park. I was on cross-country skis that I’d brought with me 
from Ontario. I’d never even gone downhill (let alone backcountry) 
skiing before in my life, and I had a lot to learn. But learn I did, 
and I came to love using skis to get around in the mountains. More 
recently, with shifting life priorities, I’ve started getting into the idea 
of “speed traverses”. It was challenging and it fit my priorities – I 
could still get out and cover a lot of terrain, yet manage to spend time 
with my family. Over the years I’ve ticked off a lot of the classic (and 
obscure) Sea-to-Sky traverses, often as the first to complete them in 
a day… but for a few years now there has been an outstanding dream 
in the back of my mind—linking up the Wedge-Currie, Spearhead, 
McBride, and Garibaldi Neve traverses—essentially doing the entire 
West side of Garibaldi Park in one long push.

The backbone and most remote section of the traverse—the 
McBride Range—has been done “quickly” a handful of times already. 
In 2009 Keith Reid, Alex Wigley, and Craig McGee showed the world 
it was possible when they did it via the shortest variation (from the 
top of the resort on Blackcomb to exit out via Garibaldi Lake) in 18h 
21m. I, like many others, was blown away—the McBride range had 
a well-deserved reputation for its remote nature, difficult navigation, 
and lack of escape options. In many ways, reading that trip report 
opened my eyes to the possibility of covering real terrain in a short 
amount of time. Later that same year Andy Traslin skied between the 
same endpoints, solo, in ~41 hours. I was inspired to try it myself and 
skied between those same endpoints in 48 hours with Nick Matwyuk 
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and Laura Morrison on what might be called my first speed traverse. 
In 2015 Bruno Bagneres and Geoff Dunbrack did a slightly longer 
variation from Brohm Ridge into Whistler in ~28 hours. Finally, just 
last year (2016), Eric Carter and Nick Elson did the McBride in 15h 
36m, starting at the bottom, not the top, of the chairlifts in Whistler 
and exiting via Garibaldi Lake.

As far as I know nobody has ever attempted to link all this ter-
rain together as anything other than a long expedition-style traverse. 
Exploring the Coast Mountains on Skis by John Baldwin recom-
mends 14 days and describes it as: “a longer route traversing the full 
length of Garibaldi Park … a strenuous undertaking of 100 km with 
an elevation gain of 8400 m. It has only been repeated a few times.”

It wasn’t exactly the well-rested start one might hope for… I 
logged 53.5 hours on my timesheet at work the week before the trip, 
including a redeye flight to Edmonton. I exchanged a few emails 
with good friends Nick Matwyuk and Lena Rowat from my hotel 
room -- the weather looked like it might be suitable, and they were 
keen. They would attempt the traverse leaving on Friday. I would 
catch up to them Saturday, ski with them for a bit, and then continue 
when they stopped to camp Saturday night. It wouldn’t be so dissim-
ilar from that time we did the first speed traverse of the Pemberton 
Icecap + Squamish-Cheakamus divide together. I flew home Friday 
night and (after putting Fenya to bed) hurriedly packed. But Saturday 
morning the weather appeared bad and the forecast had pushed the 
clearing trend to later in the week. I slept in a bit and drove, with all 
my stuff, to Whistler where I managed to get ahold of Nick and Lena 
when they got cell reception. I figured they would be tired from a 
day of whiteout navigation and suggested we cut things short, ski the 
Blackcomb-Currie opposite each other, and trade cars. They said “no 
way – we’re going for it! The clouds are keeping things firm making 
for fast travel, and the visibility isn’t too bad most of the time. You 
should at least come up and see how things go.” I called home to my 
wife, and she agreed with them.

So I did go for it, and they were right. Despite starting pretty late 
in the morning I had good conditions basically all day on Saturday 
—although I’d long missed the hard morning crust it never got really 
hot or mushy. And although there was some poor visibility there was 
never a real whiteout. The terrain flew by. Up the Mt. Currie trail, 
across the headwaters of Mystery Creek, past Mt. Moe and The Owls 
and down onto the Weart Glacier. Everything went super-smooth 
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until quite low on the descent down to Billygoat Lake / Wedge Pass 
when I had some excitement getting boxed in between two rivers in 
steep terrain and had to make a bit of an interesting crossing – man-
aged to keep my boots dry, though. The crust reformed for the even-
ing during the 1200 m slog back up to the alpine and I summited 
Shudder to beautiful clear skies just after sunset (after a short detour 
back down to retrieve my sunglasses, which I dropped while taking 
them off and putting on ski crampons – I watched them slide away 
and skitter down the glacier to my horror, but fortunately not go all 
that far).

I caught up to Nick and Lena after crossing over the Spearhead 
portion and dropping down the Naden Glacier. They’d set up their 
second camp beside some running water and invited me into their 
megalight where I hung out for a bit while I fixed a broken ski pole 
basket using the (pretty substantial) repair kit I’d brought and finally 
had an excuse to use. It was nice to sit for the first time since I’d left 
the car, and chat with my friends – the first people I’d seen since I 
left the 4×4 rally on the logging road by the Mt. Currie trailhead. 
Unfortunately, they hadn’t made it far enough that day to finish 
by a reasonable time on Sunday, so would be heading back out to 
Whistler in the morning. They invited me to set up the sleeping pad 
and quilt I’d brought (just in case) and join them but I was still feel-
ing super strong so I continued for the Upper Cheakamus River and 
the McBride range under a half-moon.

After some bushwacking I was lucky to cross the Upper 
Cheakamus on some avalanche debris, and enjoyed quick travel 
and dry boots on the South side. The > 1000 m slog up the McBride 
Glacier was quite enjoyable at night, and I was able to cross over 
Sir Richard and pass The (infamous) Gatekeeper before twilight. 
Navigation became easier again as dawn broke somewhere on the 
Snow Bowl Glacier and I was in full morning sun by the time I had 
looped around Fake Peak and hit Drop Pass and Sinister Ridge. 
Sinister Ridge—a convoluted mess of blowholes, cornices, and steep 
rock—is the technical crux of the traverse. I think it also generates 
its own cloud cover… the only clouds in the area seemed to be form-
ing in the bowl to the East and drifting up over the ridge; tales of 
whiteouts for this portion on otherwise good-weather days are not 
uncommon. But travel was quick again afterwards and I used up the 
last of the morning crust passing by Hour, Isosceles, and Luxor; after 
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the long descent around Gray Pass to the base of the Phoenix Glaicer 
I was skiing on mush.

Pulling up onto the Phoenix Glacier, in the full heat of the sun 
and after ~25 hours on the move, I started to feel the effort for the 
first time. Although I’d averaged almost 50g/hour up until now my 
body refused to keep eating – everything, including water, started to 
taste bitter and acidic and I felt nauseous. I couldn’t really tell if I was 
under-hydrated, over-hydrated, lacking salt, or just too hot. I seemed 
to be able to eat snow, though, and putting some on my neck felt 
good, so I went for that. I didn’t really notice a lack in performance, 
but I became really worried about the possibility and dialed myself 
back accordingly. The now-mushy snow didn’t exactly make for fast 
travel anymore either. Coming around the corner by the Glacier 
Pikes and looking out over the Garibaldi Neve I felt home-free, just 
as if I was looking at the carpark… but then I realized I still had to 
cross it and, yeah, it’s actually still kind of far.

Fortunately, as I crossed the Neve, clouds rolled back in and gave 
occasional bouts of shade. I was able to stomach an energy gel or 
two and a bit of water. I waved at two other skiers passing under the 
Gargoyles just as I crossed Ring Creek—I hadn’t even seen a set of 
ski tracks since I left Nick and Lena by the Naden Glacier. As usual 
I made an inefficient navigation of the confusing forested micro-
terrain between Ring Creek and Elfin Lakes. Passing Elfin Lakes 
at ~28.5 hours I thought for sure I’d finish in under 30 hours (my 
estimated time), since I have routinely made it (uphill) to Elfin from 
the carpark in 1.5 hours. But, even with a second-wind, the overall 
downhill, and skinny skins the mushy snow got the best of me and it 
ended up taking slightly longer. It didn’t help that the snow ran out 
before the carpark and I had to bootpack… but at least I was able to 
make use of the crocs I’d brought for the occasion.

I called Nick and Lena from the carpark – they’d just finished 
their day and were in Whistler. A cousin had picked up their car 
earlier, and they were going to drive it over to pick up mine for me! 
Sweet! And I was able to bum a ride down the Red Heather hill from 
a pair of hikers. I grabbed some dinner in Squamish and fell asleep 
on the lawn outside Canadian Tire while I waited for them to arrive.

Stats:
Total Time: 30h 18m 30s
Distance (30s smoothed GPS): 104 km
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Elevation Gain (30s smoothed GPS): 8700 m
Brought: skinny and full-width skins, ski-crampons, home-

made whippet attachment, helmet, crevasse self-rescue gear, stove/
pot, sleeping pad, quilt, extensive repair kit, extra socks (so good!), 
crocs for hiking, toothbrush (yes, I used it), 1.8 kg food, capacity for 
1.8L water

Ate: 1.2 kg food, Drank: ~6.5 L (all found along the way, except 
for 0.5L of juice I started with)

Thanks so much Nick and Lena for making this trip possible—
you convinced me to give it a shot after I’d given up on the weather, 
gave me some tracks to follow for a portion of it, a cosy tent to raise 
my spirits mid-trip, and even picked up my car and drove me back 
to Vancouver afterwards. And to my wife Line for supporting my 
strange desire to do things like this. I felt surprisingly good again on 
Monday morning, although I had a tough time squeezing my slightly 
swollen feet into my cycling shoes for the bike-commute to work 
(and somebody even passed me on the way!).
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SKI MOUNTAINEERING AT 
BLACK TUSK

January 21-22, 2017

Shane Monks O’Byrne

The Black Tusk had been at the back of my mind since I arrived 
in Canada in September. The iconic stratovolcano standing at 2319m 
is visible for miles around and is a strikingly unique mountain. I had 
originally planned to hike the Tusk before winter kicked in, but life 
seemed to get in the way and before I knew it there was a snow base 
of over two meters. So, what better time to climb it than mid-January 
when snow conditions were far from optimal!

I held the pre-trip on the Tuesday prior to the weekend away. 
Chris Weizenegger, Heather Hughes-Adams, Duncan Pawson, 
Lukas Schreiber, Chris Cameron, Alastair White and Aurelien 
Pelissier were all part of the committed group. There was a lot to talk 
about at the meeting; everything from gear and rations to previous 
experience and our route to get there. But, by far the most important 
topic were the avalanche conditions. The past couple of weeks had 
seen the highest avalanche risk of the season and everyone knew 
that conditions were unstable. About a week before the trip, a first-
person-perspective video of a snowboarder causing an avalanche 
had gone viral only a few kilometres from where we would be ski-
ing (Chocolate Bowl, near Whistler). And, only slightly further out 
again there had been a class 3 near Duffey lakes on the Saturday just 
passed. I spent an hour and a half running through just about eve-
rything with the group and was confident in everyone’s ability once 
we were out there.

Adventures like these are always exciting but for me this was 
going to be something special; it was the first trip I had organized for 
the VOC. I had been thinking about it for months and I could not 
wait. Excitement wasn’t the half of it. I had some difficulty getting to 
sleep on the Friday night with mountain-top-thoughts whizzing and 
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rattling through my brain; my body eager to go, all too early – not 
that it would know.

The alarm sounded at 4am and I needed no help getting out of 
bed. Everything had been packed the night before, one less thing 
to think about, but I like time in the morning to relax and prepare 
myself for the day. I had my porridge, did my stretches and at quarter 
to five, it was time to go. I’m normally an ultralight backpacker but 
my pack was heavier than usual this time; the ice axe, crampons, 
tarp and other odds-and-ends had all added significantly to the 
pack-weight. Heather had kindly offered to take all the bags, skis 
and a couple people in her Land Rover while Chris W. would drive 
the remaining stragglers (including myself). At 5am, I was picked 
up by Chris who was surprisingly well-rested despite having slept 
in his UBC frat house on a Friday night. We popped round to col-
lect Aurelien, Duncan and Chris C. and by half past we were already 
bombing through downtown and out onto the sea to sky.

As per usual, the meeting point was Tim Hortons in Squamish. 
We had a quick coffee and a sticky bun, getting as much energy as 
we could for the next couple of days and before long, we were on 
our way again. It was only another half hour or so until we arrived 
at the rubble creek turn-off at Garibaldi. I had heard that there was 
free parking at the trailhead, about 3km up Daisy Lake Road so we 
started to drive up. Regrets were has soon enough: we had success-
fully gotten Heather’s truck nice n’ stuck in the snow. It was a group 
effort getting it out, involving shovelling snow, laying down branches 
and a lot of pushing and shoving, but eventually we got it out of the 
rut. We parked the cars on the side of the road, got the gear out and 
after minimal faff (beacon/gear checks), we started the trek to the 
trailhead at 8:30am.

Energy was high in the group; most people were well rested and 
the stoke was through the roof. The trip I’d been dreaming of was fi-
nally about to happen and I couldn’t wait to start. It would be a fairly 
tough skin up; we had started at the bottom of the road at 360m el-
evation and it was nearly 2km to simply get to the trailhead at 600m, 
but it didn’t take long as it was a gentle incline and well-trodden. At 
the top of Daisy Lake Road, the trail began; it zig-zagged, wiggled, 
waggled, and switchbacked every which-way up a steep slope and 
continued that way for the next 7.5km to the Taylor Meadows Hut 
at 1500m.

It was a beautiful tour up and it was a fresh morning, with snow 
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having fallen only the night before. You could hear the bubbling of 
Rubble Creek to the south, cutting through the snowy-silence. We 
crossed over several tiny streams on the way up, stopping occasion-
ally to fill our water bottles or to take a photo. Luckily, we weren’t 
the first to have headed up the trail since the last snowfall, making 
for a relatively easy ascent (as we didn’t have to break trail). It meant 
that you could enjoy the surroundings a little more and really take 
in the beauty of the environment. All along the gladed track there 
was evidence of recent avalanches; just the previous week there was 
an avi-risk of four in the tree-line, a very rare thing indeed. There 
were scuffs, slumps and boulders everywhere but thankfully now, 
the snow had stabilized a bit.

After a few hours, we hit the Taylor Meadows Hut, the 1150m 
ascent had people pretty tired so we stopped for a water and snack 
break. It was also time to whip out the map and discuss our plans. 
Originally, I had wanted to bivy at the base of the tusk (2150m), but 
by the time we left the hut it was 1pm and we were behind schedule. 
We instead decided to head to the Black Tusk junction at 1700m and 
find somewhere safe to camp there. I was very proud of the group 
for that hustle; people were lethargic after the strenuous skin that 
morning and somehow aroused themselves to continue up the final 
500m push (even with the backpacks weighing ~15kg).

Just after leaving the hut we made it to the famous Taylor 
Meadows, the clouds had just lifted and conditions were starting to 
play to our favour. As we left the tree-line behind us, we entered the 
open, snowy expanse of the meadows. Our shadows were long and 
the light from the winter-evening sun bounced off the snow and up 
towards the mountains. It was incredibly beautiful touring through 
those glades, I had never experienced anything quite like it. It was ut-
terly silent as we headed west, broken only by the occasional gasp of 
astonishment or from the shifting of snow as we broke trail. I think I 
will remember those meadows for a long time to come.

We took turns breaking trail, with the leader falling to the back 
after their work was done. It was exhausting work and by 3pm, af-
ter two hour hours of graft, we were desperately on the lookout for 
a place to camp. The campsite would have to be below the alpine, 
where avalanche conditions were safe and where there were trees to 
use as shelter. To our left there was steep, complex terrain where the 
risk was high so we continued past it and eventually found a site at 
1710m which we deemed suitable (it was past the main avi-chute). 
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It was twilight and we had been blessed with a clear evening, we 
were drenched in the red, late-evening sun as we started to set up 
camp. There were eight of us in total and the group split into pairs 
for camping. Everyone was tired and hungry so there was no faffing 
when it came to setting up the shelters; the shovels were out and the 
team effort really sped up the process.

That night I would be sleeping under my tarp with Lukas. I had 
to dig about 2m down to create a suitable snow-shelter for the tarp 
to go over (creating a heat-trap). Snow is a fantastic insulator and 
keeps you very warm, so although conditions weren’t expected to 
drop too low, perhaps to -12°C, being snuggled by the warmth of the 
snow would be comforting. Just as night hit us, the shelters were all 
finished, we even had a kitchen and toilet area! And all for the best, 
because as the darkness engulfed us, on came the snow. It was nuk-
ing buckets and soon the three tents and tarp were invisible under 
the blanket of newly-fallen snow.

Having only had a couple of bars since breakfast, the group was 
ravenous. Post haste, with stomachs groaning to be filled, we set 
about cooking our food. We had split into pairs for cooking, with a 
stove carried by one partner and the food by the other. Most people’s 
meals were minimal due to the rationing; boil-in-a-bag sort of thing, 
but Alastair and I had teamed up and managed to concoct a rather 
delicious chili-couscous dish (a staple of mine, at this stage). By the 
end, I was genuinely stuffed; a feeling not often had on these sorts of 
adventures.

As the snow cascaded down, so too did the temperature. People 
started to shiver and it being 7pm, bedtime was nearing. However, 
it was imperative that we melted snow for the morning’s 4am expe-
dition to the tusk. It is well known that melting snow takes a long 
time – it’s practically an idiom, but boy-oh-boy when you need it, it 
really does seem to take an age. It took a whole hour to melt enough 
snow for everybody’s nalgenes. You would expect it to be the freshest 
mountain-water that one could find, but when you’re boiling water 
in the same container you cooked food in, you end up getting the 
occasional chili bit floating around and the distinct taste of kidney 
bean. Never mind, it would do.

The alarms were set for 4am and finally, after a 16-hour day it 
was time to scuttle into the scratcher and hit the hay.

I slept like a baby that night, eight hours of uninterrupted beau-
ty-sleep, awakening only once after the awful nightmare that I had 
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got a haircut. It seemed that I was one of the few though, most peo-
ple had slept rough, waking up periodically throughout the night to 
take a whizz or to clear snow off the tents. Magically, no-one needed 
a wakeup call, we were all up-and-at-it and by quarter past four eve-
ryone was huddling around their stove, cooking breakfast. We had 
awoken to a spectacular clear and star-spangled sky, the crescent 
moon lit up the mountains with a soft white glow and in the distance 
to the west you could even see Squamish at the end of Howe sound. 
The stars shone bright, unobscured by the light pollution of neigh-
bouring towns and both Mars and Venus were clearly visible; white, 
painted-dots on a black canvas.

I had brought a hearty breakfast for myself and Alastair, a 
humongous ration-pack of porridge, granola, raisins, and  lucky 
charms which would prepare us well for the long day ahead. After 
some more snow was melted and I had a hot, fruit tea, we packed 
our bags and were ready to go. Aurelien had chosen to stay behind 
at camp that day; somehow, he had forgot to put his boots into walk-
mode the previous day and had toured up 1400 meters! This had him 
bungled and blistered and he was more than happy to chill out and 

Ever closer to the Tusk. Photo credit: Shane Monks O’Byrne.
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read at camp.
At 5:30am on the 22nd of January, the seven of us set off into the 

darkness of the morning. With such a good group, trail breaking up 
the steep ascent was less challenging, taking the task in turns. Just 
north of us was an unnamed peak which Heather had nicknamed 
Turtle mountain due to its amniotic shape. Per the map, the Black 
Tusk was just behind it and to the east. Once we neared the top of 
the tree-line, we started to traverse east, not wanting to break out 
from the protection that the trees gave us. We wanted to stay in the 
tree-line to minimise the risk of avalanche, however there were a 
couple of times when we had no option but to cross a small open-
section. There was one specific section that nearly made us turn 
back; a 200-meter open slope (30° or so) over convex terrain. It was 
a spooky area but we mutually decided to cross it, it was the best 
option of a bad bunch. One-by-one we hurried across the slope and 
thankfully made it across without a single scuff.

As we left Turtle mountain behind us, in all its splendour, the 
Black Tusk came into view. There it was, our first view of this mys-
terious mountain since we started this expedition. A single, igneous 
tooth, protruding from the landscape, an enigma in shape and a sin-
ister winter-climb. Truly this mountain lived up to its name.

We had been looking for a suitable area to perform some snow-
pack tests and finally, in full view of the tusk, we found an area we 
deemed fit. The seven of us split into groups, digging out three sepa-
rate tests to maximise our confidence. Duncan, Alastair and Chris 
W. dug out a rutsch-block, Chris C. and I dug a compression test and 
Heather and Lukas dug an extended column.

As we were digging, the sun rose in the east, blurred by the 
faintest of clouds which exacerbated its brilliance. An event few see; 
the rising sun peaking over the towering mountains. To put oneself 
outside of our creature comforts is to reap the benefits, remember 
that. Because as the wizard Merlin once said “It’s up to you, how far 
you go. If you don’t try, you’ll never know!”. The sun cast a blood red 
bloom over the mountains below and lit up the tusk entirely and we 
could not help but stop and observe our surroundings – how lucky 
we are to live where we live, far too many take it for granted.

After pulling ourselves away from the sunrise, it took about 
twenty-five minutes to prepare the tests fully and when they were 
all finished we went through and filmed each test individually. First 
up was the rutsch-block. Alastair donned his skis and carefully 
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sidestepped above the isolated section. Foot-by-foot he gently low-
ered himself above the block and when I started filming, he made the 
first drop of his knees. Almost immediately the upper layer went; a 
crown of about 35cm. A horrendous result and not at all comforting. 
Displeased, we moved onto the compression test, I popped my shovel 
on top and did the first ten taps; all good. Next were the elbow taps, 
a small weakness occurred on tap six, but otherwise, it went fine. 
Finally, were the shoulder hits, a small translational-slide occurred 
on hit seven. We were pleased with the results of the compression 
test and moved onto the next test. Heather performed the extended 
column and the test went flawlessly. Overall, we were pleased with 
the results (bar the rutsch-block, of course), however we decided 
that it would be best to avoid complex, convex terrain with an incli-
nation greater than 35°.

With our mountain in sight, we set off towards the tusk. The 
slope was mellow and made for an easy tour in relative safety. We 
followed the gentle gully that ran North between the Black Tusk and 

On the way up. Garibaldi Lake and Mountain in the background. Photo credit: 
Shane Monks O’Byrne.
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Turtle mountain and after about half an hour we had a decision to 
make: to the right was the Black Tusk shoulder, an arête about 150m 
above us that ran straight to the base of the Tusk. It would be pos-
sible to go straight up the side of the arête, but having just done our 
snowpack tests, we were unconvinced with this option, it was steep, 
uneven and very wind-swept. We decided instead to continue up the 
wide gully, where we saw on the map that it plateaued, from there 
we could then traverse up the arête from a better angle, putting us 
in a safer position. Decisions at this stage were a group effort, taking 
everyone’s opinion and well-being into account.

After about fifteen minutes we made it to the plateau at 2050m 
and regrouped for a water break and some rest. We were now right 
below the Tusk, with the shoulder just up to the right, success was so 
close you could smell it. There was a large overhanging cornice that 
ran up to the top of the arête on the left side, and on the right, was a 
large rolling convex slope, it was imperative that we stay in between 
these two features which meant doing small switchbacks the whole 
way up the ascent. We skinned our way up the steep slope and it was 
tough work; the short switchbacks had us all pretty knackered. As we 
neared the top it started to get very wind-swept, the icy conditions 
were not allowing the skins any traction but, after the final exerted 
push, at 11am we reached the precipice of the Black Tusk shoulder.

This was the end of the line when it came to our skis, the hard-
packed, shallow snow would not allow them to continue up the 
shoulder; it was crampons from here in. We took this as an opportu-
nity to have some food and water, rejuvenate some energy and take 
in the sheer magnificence of our surroundings. We were in good 
time too, I had set the turn-around time to be back at the base of 
the tusk for 1:30pm which gave us a full two and a half hours. We 
were buzzing, positively electric, ecstatic and any other adjective you 
could come up with to describe how excited we were to climb the 
beast. We had all donned our crampons except for Chris C. who was 
having difficulty with his; no matter how many times he tried they 
would keep falling apart once he put them on. Unfortunately, they 
were duds and the poor guy would have to stay behind.

There were a few people in the group who had never used an 
ice axe/mountaineering axe before, so I gave a quick briefing on the 
ins-and-outs and when everyone was satisfied, we started our ascent. 
The ridge was a dawdle, we headed up at a leisurely pace, keeping a 
huge east-facing cornice to our right. Truly, everyone was enjoying 
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being out in the geophysical extremes that mother nature had to 
offer.

Parts of the ridge were very soft, making it hard for the cram-
pons to do their job, with our feet often plunging 50cm into the 
snow, whilst other parts were bare, wind-swept and rocky, making 
you cringe every time you heard rock-on-metal. At one point on 
the ridge, Alastair was leading when suddenly, he disappeared up 
to his chest in snow; he had fallen into a rocky hollow above the 
cornice. But, he managed to pull himself out of it, luckily without a 
scratch. Speaking to him afterwards about it, he said he was terrified, 
thinking he had fallen through the cornice. We weren’t sure why that 
hollow had occurred but it was very unusual (possibly an ice-slide 
covering up a hole).

Soon, we reached the base of the Tusk, we craned our necks, 
looking up the vertical face of the mountain, what an intimidating 
climb. To a passer-by, it might look impenetrable but we knew that 
just to the west was a narrow gully that one could climb. Just below 
us, to the east of the cornice was a shear drop of about 200 meters 
and just beyond it: The Bishop’s Mitre, a pencil-narrow peak, ru-
moured to be unclimbed.

We edged along the west bank of the tusk, working our way over 
towards the gully, we hoped would be there. And, after only five min-
utes there it was, the passage, and our way up! We couldn’t believe 
it at first, we had finally found what we were looking for, and I must 
admit I was pessimistic we would find it at all. But now came the fun 
part!

Duncan had kindly volunteered the previous day to solo up the 
chute; we needed someone to set the anchor at the top and he was 
well-experienced. From what we could see, the only tricky part of 
the climb was the start which was a steep, crumbly rock-face cov-
ered under a shallow snow-layer. But, it was a very narrow gully 
and would need our full attention. I had been keeping my eye to the 
south for the past half an hour, or so; a dark, ominous cloud was now 
hanging over Garibaldi lake and its surrounding mountains, which 
had previously been clear. It seemed that it was Northbound and I 
was eager to get everyone up and then back down.

With the rope wrapped around him, Duncan started his ascent 
up the face. At the beginning, we could converse well with him, but 
as he ventured further away and around the bend, the snow muffled 
and absorbed any communication we had. When he reached a point 
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he deemed suitable, he dug out some snow and buried his ice axe, 
creating a Deadman Anchor. It was dodgy though, the snow was soft 
and shallow so as each of us climbed up, Duncan made sure to take 
most of the weight on his belay. Heather made the next ascent after 
Duncan. There was a good bit of waiting at the bottom of the gully 
as we waited for the rope to be passed down and then for the next 
climber to ascend. There was no doubt at this stage; the clouds were 
definitely coming in. Alastair and Chris W. had made the decision 
that today was not the day to climb the Tusk, with the weather win-
dow closing and with the long wait to climb up, it would be precari-
ous to wait around. Together they descended back down to Chris W. 
and would ski back to camp.

As Lukas started climbing up, I was left on my own at the bot-
tom, tapping my foot and waiting eagerly to make my own climb. I 
watched as he rounded the bend and when he had disappeared out of 
sight I was truly on my own. A solitary enzyme on a vast, crumpled 
sheet. An insignificant black dot among spiny crags. It was sound-
less peace; the wind gently brushed my skin and the first snowflake 
fluttered down from the heavens, landing on my face. However, 
the calmness was in measured equilibrium with the excitement of 
the scenario and allotted anxiety over conditions. Then, I saw a red 

Duncan cresting the first gully. Photo credit: Shane Monks O’Byrne.
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jacket downclimbing towards me; it was Lukas with the rope.   He 
threw it down to me and I tied in.

I shouted ‘climbing’ and started my way up. The start was a 
tricky bit of rock and I looked far from elegant clambering up it – all 
elbows and knees. Soon though I was over it, digging my axe into 
the ground and well on my way up the snowy gully. To save weight, I 
had opted not to bring a climbing harness and instead to bring a long 
sling and a carabiner which can be used for a make-shift harness. It 
all sounds good on paper and it is good for rappelling but, I’m afraid 
for climbing it became a real pain; I ended up climbing while being 
belayed from a harness dangling around my legs, it would be easier 
without the thing! I was glad when I reached the other three and we 
were all stoked at being here.

We left the rope behind us as we continued up the mountain, 
merging with another steep chute that extended into the distance. 
We edged into the gully and kept going up, it got a lot steeper as we 
gained elevation and was slow-going. There was a point at the top 
of the gully where there was no evident ice or hard snow to dig the 
ice axe into and I spent a couple of minutes trying to find a safe and 
doable route up for myself and the rest of the gang. Eventually, with 
a shout I found a suitable hold and continued to storm up the route.

Then, I clambered over the final lip and stood on the final sec-
tion of the climb. To my left was a 200m vertical drop into nothing-
ness and, to my right, at 2319m, the summit of the Black Tusk. They 
say that most accidents occur within five minutes from your home. 
That analogy could be used here; this was no time for carelessness, 
it was a steep ascent with dire consequences. And so, I set off, one 
foot in front of another, lapping up every single moment of it, loving 
it. There was only ten meters left to the summit and as I got higher, 
the snow conditions got exponentially worse. I tried, I really did but 
no matter where I stuck it, my ice axe gave no hold. The weather 
had totally closed in and we were in the middle of a snow storm and 
so I made the decision; less than eight meters from the tippy-top, it 
was time to turn around. I looked down and told the guys and they 
understood. Perhaps, if I spent five minutes longer we could find a 
way up, but we simply didn’t have that time.

I was proud of myself for that decision and I think I learnt some-
thing about myself that day. It takes a lot of will-power to turn away 
from a peak and one hears the horror stories of the people who could 
not turn their back on the precipice. The mountain will always be 
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there. We turned around and started downclimbing, everyone satis-
fied, no one sour and all of us proud.

We downclimbed all the way to where we had set the anchor, 
picked up the rope and downclimbed some more. When we were just 
above the technical rocky section at the start of the gully we needed 
to set up some sort of anchor we could rappel off. Unfortunately, 
one did not exist and so once again, the incredible Duncan came to 
the rescue; as the heaviest of us, he offered to be a human anchor, 
acting as a body belay and letting us rappel off of him. One-by-one, 
we disappeared off the edge while Duncan firmly dug his axe and 
crampons into the snow, ‘hanging on for dear life’. When we had 
all safely descended, he then proceeded to solo downclimb the rock 
face, rope-in-hand as we cheered him on. He planted his feet firmly 
on the ground at the bottom, not an ounce of smugness on his face.

It was getting whiter and whiter and the mountains were losing 
their definition, hurriedly we started our descent along the arête and 
down to the skis. As we ventured further from the tusk, it disap-
peared into the clouds behind us, now but a figment of the mind’s 
eye. After a short time we arrived back at the skis, some warm, wel-
come colour against the plain white background. Hastily we took off 
our crampons and put on our backpacks and before long we were 
ready to go. Duncan took the head and I took the tail as we started 
to ski down into the blank nihility, our up-tracks being our frame of 
reference. ‘Stay to the left! Remember, the cornice is on the right’ I 
shouted. We slinked our way back down the way we came up, creat-
ing fresh tracks in the powder. And then, Heather disappeared.

I looked around as I skied down, where was she? Then, I saw 
the top of a blue jacket poking over a ridge just to my right. She had 
skied off the cornice! I hastily went over to her, extended my pole, 
and helped her over and onto the slope. She was fine, and more non-
chalant than I would have been and together we continued on down 
towards the other two. In complex terrain, when weather conditions 
are like that, skiing style tends to go out the window; your body goes 
into fight or flight mode and it becomes a game of survival. As a 
group, the four of us continued to ski down and out, enjoying what 
we could with the poor visibility, it was just lovely being out and 
making some fresh tracks. And, all too soon, after one of the most 
eventful mornings of my life we made it back to camp.

We were happy to be reunited as a group once more and we 
had made good time that morning. Everyone had had their fill of 
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adventure and it was time to pack up. Without dawdling we took 
down the tents, packed our kit away and were ready to go. At 3:30pm, 
with heavy bags on our backs, the eight musketeers set off down 
the mountain. We had 1300m to descend and more than likely we 
would need our headlamps before all was said and done. Together, 
we passed back through the snowy flatlands of Taylor Meadows, still 
taking it all in, even in our exhausted states. Soon though the group 
split into posies of two or three and we made our own way down, 
everyone eager to get back to the cars. I skied down with Chris W. It 
was tough skiing with the backpacks and it seemed like the switch-
backs would never end as we followed the exact same route we had 
taken up. There were sharp bends with high consequences that be-
came harder to see as the evening light dulled. And then, near the 
end of our adventure I watched Chris fall awkwardly as he rounded 
a bend. He screamed in agony ‘My knee!’. His legs were contorted in 
a most unhuman way, the skis tearing at his joints. I took off my skis 
as fast as I could and then proceeded to release him from his. His 
leg sprung back to a normal position and he lay there, panting. He 
had not broken his knee, thank god – but there was definitely some 
damage done. We needed to get off this mountain.

Together, we slowly descended, and before long and in the black 
of night, we made it back to the cars. Safe and sound, satisfied and 
fulfilled. What an incredible weekend that had been, so many tales to 
tell with new friends made. I couldn’t have asked for a better trip and 
was pleased to hear a couple people say it was the best tour they had 
ever done. Adventures like those don’t come often, but when they do 
you must cherish them – engrave and etch them in your brain. Make 
your mind a place you can retreat to at any time to relish in memo-
ries like those. I hope to run many trips this year, and hopefully one 
day to guide expeditions. I hope that any of them can live up to that 
weekend. Finally, I leave you with a quote:

“Ask what makes you come alive and go do it. Because what the 
world needs is people who have come alive.” Howard Thurman
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THE PRICE WASN’T QUITE 
RIGHT WITH MOUNT PRICE

April 14-15, 2017

Vincent Chan-Ying

I don’t think anyone goes onto a trip ever thinking that they 
could possibly die. Most of the time, ideas of going on trips consist 
of getting some good views, getting almost too much exercise, and 
enjoying some good food and company. 

Stereotypical wake-up at an ungodly hour aside, we arrived at 
Squamish with me realizing that I forgot my avalanche beacon at 
home. D’oh!

Luckily I had the option of dropping by Escape Route at 9:30am 
to rent a beacon. And we were off for the heinous Garibaldi Lake 
Switchbacks! And oh were they heinous. I had estimated a 4 hour 
hike to get to Garibaldi Lake. 

It took us almost 6.5 hours to get to the lake. 
Booting up with our skis on our overnight packs and ducking 

under fallen trees slowed our ascent rate. The late start thanks to my 
beacon faff didn’t help. By the time we reached the warming hut, 
it was 5 pm and was starting to get dark. We spent the next couple 
hours stomping out a platform for our shelters on Battleship Island 
and looking for the outhouses. We found and unburied the second 
outhouse at 12:30am. Did we have to find it? No, but we wanted to 
find it. 

Over a dinner of pasta and too much olive oil (which by the way 
has the greatest calorie to weight ratio), I said, “Oh yeah, let’s leave 
camp at 10 am.” 

We left at 11:40 am. 
I thought a late start was okay because looking at the topogra-

phy map, it looked like it was quick jaunt up to the summit, right? I 
figured we’d be at the summit in three hours and back in two. Maybe 
we’d even squeeze in another lap! 
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It turns out that wasn’t the case. The topo map didn’t reveal all 
the hills and undulations we had to navigate. By 12:50pm, we decided 
that we should just turn around since we weren’t even half of the way 
there as the crow flies and visibility was starting to go to crap. We 
were also spending too much time faffing, delayering, re-layering, 
consulting the map, applying glop stopper, going pant-less, etc.

Also despite visibility being obscured, the sun managed to 
punch through the somewhat opaque mist of moisture shrouding 
us. It created a greenhouse like effect which made the snow sticky 
and made things really really hot. I was just in a t-shirt and it was 
still snowing! Avalanches were a definite concern given the rising 
temperatures and the continued snowfall. Lukas was the one who 
was pant-less by the way. 

And so we decided to just turn back but not without some turns!
We climbed up a decently sized hill, transitioned, and came 

across a nice steep section with the option to go straight where some 
trees created a funnel towards an opening, or to go right towards a 
clearing. 

I volunteered myself to go down first the tree funnel slope as that 
would allow me to get some sweet sweet pics of everyone else skiing 
down. 

Knowing that the snow was touchy due to the increased heat and 
recent snow loading, I decided that I ought to give it a hard ski cut. 

SCHWOOP
A thick layer of storm snow just schwooped its way down the 

hill. After that, I thought it was all good to keep skiing so I kept link-
ing up my turns. Eventually, the snow started giving away beneath 
me. “Oh it’s just sloughing,” I thought and continued on. “Oh that 
sloughing is starting to get really big and is making it hard for me 
to turn.”

Finally I decided to try to come to a stop. But the sloughing 
wouldn’t let me stop. As I completed my final turn, the snow gave 
away beneath me again!

“I thought I had ski cut this!” I remarked to myself as the slough-
ing that I skied past caught up to me and slammed into the side of 
my calves.

I lost my balance. I was going down head first towards some 
trees. That was one of my mistakes, I didn’t realize the trees would act 
as a terrain trap. I should’ve taken skier’s right towards the clearing. 

“Oh god, this is how I’m going to die, my head is going to get 
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split open by that tree once I slam into it. If not that, I’m going to go 
headfirst into a tree well then suffocate!”

I thought for a second that this was my fate and that I should 
accept it. But another voice within me screamed, “FIIIGHT!” 

I tried flopping around, trying to get purchase into the loose 
snow as slough slid around me. I managed to dig the tails of my skis 
into the snow and desperately clawed with my left hand. My descent 
miraculously slowed and stopped just 2 meters before the tree I was 
about to hit. 

Almost everyone else decided to take skier’s right towards the 
clearing after I told them that I was okay. I don’t think anyone wanted 
to risk a repeat of what I did. Emily came down to check on me and 
make sure I was okay before we continued on. 

The rest of the trip was thankfully uneventful. Lukas had ski cut 
the slope above a creek bed that led to a small bay. I then went down 
first to setup and start snapping photos while Lukas called out for 
one person at a time to come. Even though the late start had cost us 
our summit, I still got some pretty sweet shots!

It’s a shame that the skiing down from Garibaldi Lake to the 
trailhead wasn’t like that! It was narrow, icy, and patchy! I fell a cou-
ple times and I think that’s where I lost the centre pole to my Black 
Diamond Mega Light. Lesson learned: keep everything inside the 
pack and don’t expect a kangaroo pocket/pouch to hold everything 
securely. Josh really enjoyed the switchbacks though! ;)

Looking back at this trip, I could’ve died or could’ve gotten se-
riously hurt. Sure, sometimes making mistakes can be helpful for 
learning. But when it comes to ski touring, climbing, and mountain-
eering, mistakes can cost you a limb or your life. I realized why alpine 
starts were so important after this trip. Not only does starting before 
sunrise helps you maximize your available time but it also gives you 
the opportunity to travel on a cold and more solid snowpack before 
it heats up and loosens up, making it more prone to releasing. 

I also realized the importance of not only packing your bag the 
night before, but also setting your clothes the night prior to a trip. 
The night prior to this trip I didn’t set my clothes and transceiver 
out together. So the following morning when it came to get dressed 
and get going, I forgot about my transceiver. Now I just stuff my 
transceiver into the lid of my backpack and put it on at the trailhead. 

I’m going to try for Mount Price again this 2017/2018 winter 
season. And next time, the Price will be Right!
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It’s Monday at 10:00 am and I just got up. My body is screaming 
– which is a good sign. It tells me I have been on an adventure this 
weekend; that I have pushed myself to new limits. Even though my 
body is tired, I feel great!

This trip was a ladies only backcountry ski trip to Sphinx Hut, 
Garibaldi Lake for one night. It involved 7 hardcore girls, 21 km one 
way, 1000 m elevation gain and sticky, heavy snow. I would say that 
this might have been more like a regular overnight trip if it wasn’t for 
the lake. Yes, that lake. No one who wasn’t there will ever understand 
just how much willpower it took to cross that *** lake that night.

But there’s another reason why this trip was not only special 
but also important, for me and I believe for the VOC as well. I can’t 
speak for all women or all men. I only speak from my own experi-
ence (which just happens to be very similar to so many other stories 
from the women I talked to).

Here is why: random men I have encountered and men in my 
life just love to tell me how to do stuff in the backcountry. I know 
most people just want to be nice, but let me tell you this: every time 
you tell me how to take up my heel raiser you are only telling my 
that I am wrong and that you know better than me. You are in fact 
stronger, more experienced and better suited for backcountry ad-
ventures than I am – you are a man. Even though this might not be 
what you meant or wished to be perceived, when I have been told 
how to use my heel raiser from hundred different men, that’s what 
I hear. Most of the time I will answer nicely: “Oh thank you, that is 
better”. Because it’s just easier that way – I can’t fight for my integrity 
every time. I pick my fights carefully.

WOMEN’S BACKCOUNTRY 
ADVENTURE

 
Agnes Gronvall
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That is why I was so excited to take a break from all that and 
meet some cool girls to ski with! I needed this trip to know that I am 
experienced, hardcore and cool – no matter what men have told me. 
VOC needs women that know this. Women that can push the club 
forward both in the backcountry and in the clubroom.

So if you are a man that does sometimes give helpful advice or 
comments to women out in the backcountry (or anywhere really), 
could you do me a favour? Next time before you speak, think about 
whether your comment is necessary – how much will it actually ben-
efit the receiver? Only speaking for myself, if I forget how to use my 
heel raiser I will ask you. I promise.

Backing up to Saturday morning, I was feeling stoked(!) and a 
bit nervous, because we decided at the pre-meeting that due to bad 
avy conditions we might as well do a longer hut hike, knowing that 
we wouldn’t ski much anyway. So we were up for a rough 15 km 
(turned out to be more) one way and 1000 m elevation. I had only 
done that kind of elevation gain once before to Lizzie hut – and God 
that logging road felt like it never ends. After meeting up with the 
others, I forgot about the kilometres and metres, we were a great 
team! At 9:30 we were on our way.

Up, up, up, it goes towards Garibaldi Lake. Coming up to the 
first little lake everything went smoothly. Coming to the next little 
lake, someone questioned if the trail usually passed that lake, but 

Stoked and ready to ge out there! Photo credit: Agnes Gronvall.
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because the skin tracks were clear we just followed them without fur-
ther questioning. Hiking up towards the creek, the forest gets more 
dense and the terrain steep. The skin track was no longer easy to 
follow. We asked what “idiot” made those tracks and started to fight 
our way up and back onto the trail.

Emily: “I didn’t think it was possible to get lost to Garibaldi Lake.” 
Joane: “We are not lost. I know exactly where we are.”

Lost or not, we got back to the actual trail and up to the lake at 
sunset. We needed to catch our breath and get our headlamps out. 
No one felt too exhausted after the climb and everyone was feeling 
good knowing that we only had the easiest bit to go, just straight 
across the lake. Looking back at it, the word “easy” should not be in 
the same sentence as crossing Garibaldi Lake that night. When we 
started skiing across the lake it was 5:30ish and soon pitch black. The 
snow was wet and heavy. It stuck under our skis so that with every 
step we carried some extra ~10kg of weight. Afterwards we joked 
about how many tonnes of snow we had carried over that *** lake.

It is a unique feeling, being out on a lake in the middle of no-
where, it’s pitch black around you, no stars, all you see is the small 
area that your headlamp lights up. Don’t know how far you have left 
or how long you have gone. I kept my eyes fixated on the tail tips of 
the skis in front of me, moving when they were moving. One step 
at a time, legs burning. Only knowing that I have to keep going. I’m 
so thankful for our group, that kept the spirit up while we crossed 
the lake. For Emma, Emily and Ragna who kept playing games and 
telling stories, keeping my thoughts focused on something else other 
than my tired legs.

In the cozy hut we shared food, wine and New Year’s resolutions. 
Next morning we started our way back down. No time for any turns. 
The lake was awful this time as well. But not just as awful as in the 
dark. When it was time to take skins off and ski down the narrow 
trail to the parking lot, my legs were done. There was no strength left 
in them and I had real trouble even standing on my feet As the last 
person to get down to the parking lot, the others welcomed me with 
cheers and water.

This was outstandingly the best VOC trip for me so far. And 
the most challenging. Thank you Emily and Joane for organizing it. 
Thanks to all that came and made this adventure a great experience!
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(SC)² = (SOME CLOUDS) X 
(SUPERCOULOIR)

January 25-26, 2017

Olek Splawinski

Supercouloir (Noun) = The 1000m couloir beneath Spire Peaks 
that is plainly seen from the traverse across the Garibaldi Neve. 
Many are called, but few choose to embark on the long journey re-
quired to ski it.

The avalanche danger was low, snow seemed pretty good and I 
was free during the week. Julien Renard had the intriguing proposi-
tion of skiing Supercouloir. He was not free to start until Wednesday, 
Jan 26. This put us at the mercy of a “some clouds” weather forecast. 

Supercouloir, is a bit out of the way. A 20km or so detour from 
the Garibaldi Neve.

There are two ways to approach Supercouloir. Both options in-
volve skiing down past Mamquam Lake. Option one is to ski to the 
base of the line and bootpack up it. Option two is to skin around to 
the top of Spire Peaks from the south and drop in without scoping 
it out beforehand. We chose option two, the more aesthetic option.

Given the distances involved, we decided on a two day ad-
venture. We would camp at Mamquam Lake and then get an early 
start the next day to circumnavigate Spire Peaks to get to the top of 
Supercouloir.

Not deterred by the distances involved, I was also excited to at-
tempt Mount Garibaldi. I still hadn’t summited the iconic peak that 
I drive past almost weekly. 

Julien was on board for a Garibaldi detour, despite having sum-
mited the peak a few times already.

We left Vancouver at 5am on Wednesday to give us enough time 
for this side-trip. We started skiing at 6:45am. Fortunately the “high-
way” up to Diamondhead wasn’t too icy.  I managed to easily drive 
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up to the upper parking lot with my chain-less 2wd Mazda Protege. 
On our way up the ridge from Red Heather, we passed a solo snow-
shoer returning from the Elfin shelter. She reported having the hut 
completely to herself the previous night! 

Surprisingly, it was toasty warm when we arrived at the Elfin 
shelter at approximately 9:40 am. The new (to me) gas heater runs on 
a timer. The timer still had remaining time after the snowshoer left. 
We exercised fantastic self-restraint and only stayed in the hut for 15 
minutes for a quick snack.

As we got out of the shelter, it became clear that “some clouds” 
does not necessarily imply that the remaining sky will be clear...we 
were in a whiteout. Garibaldi was nowhere to be seen.

Despite the poor outlook, we trudged on towards Ring Creek. 
We eventually contoured along an old access road, which provided 
some very nice railroad grade skinning. After dropping our over-
night packs at the base of the ridge leading to Garibaldi’s north face, 
we skinned up around Tent Peak toward the summit. We saw old 
skin tracks up to the summit from within the last week.

The snow up to this point was uniform and predictable, but high 
up on the north face this came to an abrupt end. The upper part of 
the north face was wind loaded with about 30 cm of snow that was 
not properly bonded with the underlying crust. With three to five 
light taps of the wrist, this slab would easily slide off the underly-
ing faceted layer. Past the bergschrund, the slope was only getting 

Cloud Sandwich. A nice band of visibility between 1900 and 2800m. Photo 
credit: Julien Renard.
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steeper, so we decided to turn around, a mere 150 m of elevation 
away from the true summit.

Although we didn’t like the stability, the scenery was okay. The 
ceiling of the whiteout was at approximately 1900 meters. Iconic 
Garibaldi Park peaks poked through. We could even see the very 
top of Supercouloir, our objective for the next day. At least the first 
hundred meters of it...

After regaining our packs, we proceeded in the dark, in a whit-
eout, to Mamquam Lake. Relying mostly on GPS, navigation was 
slightly inefficient. When we eventually touched down at camp it 
was 8:20pm.

Fortunately, running water was easily accessible and we pro-
ceeded to make very expedient work of setting up camp, eating din-
ner, and going to bed. We were asleep by 10pm.

Day Two

At 4 a.m. on Thursday Jan 27, we woke up. Julien poked his head 
out of the tent and saw clear skies (constellations). By the time we 
had eaten our breakfast in bed and started skiing, it was 5:15am.

There were no longer any stars in sight, nor any summit. We did 
an adventurous downhill bushwhack toward Eanastick Meadows to 
gain the main drainage of the glacier. We then followed the creek up 
towards the col between Trick Peak and Spire Peaks. Up to this point 
the visibility was still pretty terrible.

There was a lot of avalanche debris along our path. We donned 
our ski crampons with little benefit as we started to climb the steep 
slope onto the glacier. Needless to say, the approach up to the col is 
extremely avalanche prone and should only be climbed in very stable 
conditions.

Finally, at 7:30am, our fate took a turn for the better. The splendid 
sun simmered away the clouds and our visibility rapidly improved. 
We had perfectly clear skies by 9am.

It suddenly seemed as though our mission would be a go.
As we contoured around Spire Peaks, an awesome couloir en-

trance came into view and got me really excited. What also got me 
excited was the unblemished snow in the wind shielded plateau be-
hind the couloir entrance.

I started to skin towards the entrance when  Julien  stopped 
me and politely reminded me that I was looking at the entrance to 
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Camel Toe Couloir, a steeper and narrower couloir, skiers left of our 
objective. To my knowledge it has only been successfully skied once, 
during ideal conditions.

I changed course and went to the nondescript col to take a peek 
at the entrance to Supercouloir. 

Before skiing down, we stopped for the snack  that we should 
have had on the sheltered, sunny plateau... Instead we braved a break 
on the only blustery bump in sight.  No time to detour for shelter 
though, so we coped at the col.

The weather held, and we got some nice turns down Supercouloir! 
Emphasis on some. Although the snow was very good for the first 
third, small avalanches had cleared out most of the snow from the 
remaining couloir. Having convinced ourselves that we were going 
to be skiing glorious snow in terrible visibility, we were happy for 
perfect visibility, even if the snow wasn’t completely perfect.

The couloir ends in a narrow valley and as we started making 
our way toward Mamquam Lake, we admired as many as ten other 
couloirs of various difficulty coming down from Spire Peaks. This 
valley has been dubbed the “Valley of the Chutes.”

As we skied out we had to navigate much more avalanche debris 
from various class 2 and class 3 slides. They littered the Valley of the 
Chutes. I scoped out Camel Toe Couloir. It was not in condition yet 
without a mandatory rappel.

We did plenty more skinning to get back over a col to Mamquam 
Lake. Fortunately, the rest of the skiing we did that day was fantastic. 
The snow quality was better than what we had found in Supercouloir. 
It always seems ironic when you travel so far to find worse snow.

After returning to our camp, we once again shouldered our 
heavier packs. The sun started to dip below the horizon, affording us 
some decent photo ops.

The sun had set by the time we crossed Ring Creek. Surprisingly, 
we were still fairly energetic, invigorated by actually getting to see 
things...

Although neither of us had obligations to be home that even-
ing, we were pretty convinced that we would not be tempted to stay 
overnight at Elfin. Especially seeing as we did not bring meals for 
another day. I made a sarcastic remark that probably the only thing 
that would keep me at the hut for an extra night was if there were 
several girls on snowshoes who had extra food for us.

At 8:00pm. we touched down in Elfin Hut. Lo and behold, there 
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were six girls playing cards at the dinner table, one of whom gen-
erously offered us the remaining half of her Mountain House meal 
(which she purported to be a lot for one person).

On this second visit to Elfin, we exercised even more self-re-
straint and after a mere 25 minute break to snack and change our 
socks, we were off again. I blasted some music through my phone 
speakers for motivation. The sky had finally cleared and the stars 
were out in full force. Orion especially, undeterred by Squamish light 
pollution, was sporting some spiffy belt studs.

Considering our long day, we made good time back to the car, 
returning just before 10pm.

For the first time in as long as I remember, I was too tired to 
make the whole drive home. I switched off with Julien who was caf-
feinated from our McDonald’s stop.

We completed the most dangerous leg of our journey without 
incident.

Thanks Julien for suggesting this trip. I’m glad we stuck it out 
through super clouds to find some couloir. (Although, every time 
you respond to my recommendations by saying “As you like,” I feel 
as though I am Princess Buttercup.)

Olek skiing Superculoir with Garibaldi in the background. Photo credit: Julien 
Renard. 
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MT. WADDINGTON 
CIRCUMSKI

Nick Matwyuk

Participants: Nick Matwyuk, Lena Rowat, Nic Gobin, Alex Gibbs, 
Maddy Armstrong

Mt. Waddington is a mountain that has a powerful history; a visit 
to the area basically guarantees an adventure. Mystery Mountain is a 
highly recommended book which gives a good historic overview of 
the area and the amazing expeditions that a pioneering couple, Don 
& Phyllis Munday, made to explore the area. Lena and I had been in 
the area before but had been wanting to get back there for years. The 
year 2017 brought us together with a fabulous group of people with 
similar risk tolerances and objectives. These are key when planning a 
long trip in a remote range. This somehow worked out despite Gobin 
not having met Alex or Maddy before we all piled into one car to 
drive to Bluff Lake. 

We also had two other parties of friends in the Range - Julien 
and Caitlin from the VOC would share a heli flight in with us and get 
dropped at the Plummer Hut for an attempt on Waddington’s true 
summit, and Sam McKoy was traversing the entire range from North 
to South with some non-VOC friends. We would carry in some food 
drops for Sam. My group’s trip was basically broken up into 3 seg-
ments as outlined below. 

Dais Glacier Basecamp (May 7-11)

May 7th

“Get to da choppa!” With blue skies we loaded up into Mike 
King’s 407 and barely hours after leaving the grassy Bluff Lake Ranch 
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we donned skis to start exploring huge glaciated terrain. We headed 
off towards Jester Peak, over its shoulder and then dropped down 
to the Corridor Glacier, enjoying some good turns and getting our 
ski legs back into shape. The sun was out and the air warm as we 
then skinned up to the Spearman-Arabesque Col. Views of the 
Tiedemann Glacier over 1000m below greeted us and we drooled 
over all the mountains we could see before enjoying a couple of good 
and long runs back to our Dias basecamp.

May 8th 

Despite a less encouraging forecast, we were treated to another 
bluebird day in paradise. We skied around Jester Pass before get-
ting a late start up Cavalier and skiing the cool looking North Face. 
Dinner was had at 21:00, which is great timing as we decided to 
set our alarms for midnight, have a go at the NW summit of Mt. 
Waddington.

May 9th

A cold and early start got us going by headlamp towards the Dais 
Couloir. I was feeling low energy until I had a good dump. Everyone 
in our group eventually lightened their loads in a similar way, in-
cluding someone who did so twice as we made our way up the icefall 
and couloir to the west ridge of Waddington. When the terrain got 

Alex shredding on the way towards the Corridor Glacier. Photo credit: Nick 
Matwyuk.
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steep we transitioned to boot crampons and were post holing. This 
was definitely tiring but we all took turns in front. After crossing the 
bergschrund at the entrance to the couloir, I took over and put in 
my best effort trail breaking through thigh deep breakable crust all 
the way to the top. At the top of the couloir, Lena’s energy responded 
inversely to the altitude (and lack of sleep), so I decided to go down 
with her. Alex, Maddy, and Gobin carried on to the NW summit. 
Maddy stopped a little short while Gobin and Alex got to the NW 
(ski) summit. Good job guys! Not to mention, pie and beer was car-
ried the whole way so a meeting took place up there. We all returned 
to camp safely with no incidents, and the summit party even brought 
some pie back to share. Shortly after we returned to camp, Sam 
McKoy’s group showed up. They were on their Waddington Divide 
trip from Bluff Lake to Bute Inlet which they successfully completed.

May 10th

Did some skiing toward the Tit where Gobin had actually sum-
mitted, but said it was pretty sketchy. Lena and I skied some cool 
stuff off Brokenhead nearby, drooling over intermittent views of 
Mount Bell.

May 11th

This was a storm day but in the afternoon Lena and I rallied 
to summit Regal Peak behind camp. We had a whiteout ski down 
until the low shoulder above camp where we ran into Alex and 
Maddy. Great turns were had into camp. It was also great to spend 
time catching up with Sam’s group. We swapped beta which gave us 
the idea that we could head over to the north side of Waddington 
and the Plummer Hut by skiing down “The Don”, a ridge that runs 
NE off of Mt. Munday to the Tiedemann Glacier. Sam’s group had 
skied up it to reach us so we hoped we would be able to ski down 
it. While getting stoked on this route, Alex came up with a brilliant 
idea to place a food cache on the other side of Fury Gap; what a 
great excuse to go for a great 600m run, and also lighten our load for 
when we would finally pack up basecamp and start moving toward 
the Plummer Hut. This also meant we would be setting ourselves 
up for a complete “Circumski” of Mount Waddington. As far as we 
could tell from Baldwin’s book, this loop hadn’t been closed before. 



156

VOC Journal 60, 2018

But we later learned that two different parties of VOC friends in the 
late 90’s had completed a Mt. Waddington Circumski by different 
route variations.

Circumski

May 12th

With some extra food in our packs we headed to Fury Gap. It 
is a menacing slope with a big rollover which happened to be a tad 
icy. After the initial section of ice it was good quality powder on 
a steep slope. These were some of the best turns of the trip. After 
burying our cache a little ways down the Scimitar Glacier we started 
back up Fury Gap. This was some good steep skin track fun before 
we transitioned to boot packing. One of my habits is to make snow 
walls while waiting for people in windy spots. It is a great activity 
that warms up the body while providing needed shelter. I made two 
of them on this slope and they were beneficial as the wind was going 
pretty good. It was also a fun ski back to camp.

May 13th

After a super-faffy 3-hour process of breaking camp we finally 
headed off towards the Ice Valley. When we started to lose visibility 
and daylight we set up camp not far below the col. This was a pretty 

Lena skiing down the shoulder of Waddington. Photo credit: Nick Matwyuk.
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good position for us and we went to bed hoping for bluebird skies in 
the morning.

May 14th

Looking out the tent in the morning was not inspiring. Alex and 
Lena got restless and headed out to recon around lunch. They came 
back saying they saw some blue skies higher up so we broke camp in 
record time; less than an hour, making up for the previous days’ per-
formance that Sam’s group had witnessed. Unfortunately the skies 
did not clear as we skinned up. We were in the whiteout for quite a 
while until we popped onto the summit plateau of Mt. Munday and 
suddenly had views. It was really a miracle as it allowed us to move 
quickly on the way down and scout out our descent options. The 
Bravo Icefall did not look inviting so we headed towards “the Don”. 
Lena and I skied ahead to set tracks in case the light got flat. Alex 
and Maddy followed as a second pair with Gobin chasing up the rear 
after a short detour to summit the Don. The ridge was steep in places 
with pretty consistent exposure on both sides down the 1400m drop 
to the Tiedemann. I boot packed a small section that was pretty icy 
but then put skis back on to huck a crevasse. Later on, while belaying 
Maddy across the crevasses, Gobin remarked that one could take a 
bus and the other a big truck. We were lucky to have good visibility 
and navigated the ridge successfully. It was quite exhilarating and 
was one of the highlights of the trip.

We reached the Tiedemann at last light and briefly talked about 
our next move. It was not too hard to decide to do the push up to 
Plummer Hut which would be a ~1000m climb. We would be doing 
it mostly in the dark but there was a storm forecasted to come in the 
next day which would dump a lot of snow and increase the avalanche 
danger. We went through the whole range of snow conditions again 
from slop to bulletproof ice that we cramponed up. Around 01:00 
we were all at the hut and warmly greeted by Julien and Caitlin who 
had piggybacked on our heli flights to attempt the true summit of 
Mt. Waddington. They were very generous and helped us out in the 
very early hour. 

May 15th

Our first full storm day with sleeping in, eating, and a howling 
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storm outside. It was quite pleasant to have the hut full of friends 
and a funny game of Peak Experience to play. “Manky Pro!” In the 
afternoon there was popcorn and chocolate fondue. Gobin seemed 
totally disinterested in fondue and stayed in his sleeping bag on the 
other table, but was quite dismayed when he woke up later to find 
out that he had slept through all of the fondue prep and eating!

May 16th

Morning powder laps down from the hut were a great start. Then 
we had some windy times on the upper tellot before retreating to the 
hut again. That night Mr. Pyro (Gobin) put an end to our garbage 
with some help from some surplus white gas. 

May 17th

The storm finally broke completely to give us stunning views of 
freshly snow-dusted peaks. Time to leave our little sanctuary and 
skin across the upper Tellot. We detoured with light packs to check 
out Tellot Dome and the great views it provides. The descent route 
that Julien and Caitlin took involved some raps down the Shand/

Gobin on the false NW Summit of Waddington. Photo credit: Alex Gibbs.
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McCormick Col. This looked pretty gnarly and our group decided 
to go down the Cataract Col which offered amazing skiing despite 
Gobin and I both taking some spectacular bails (must have been the 
snow transition). We were able to easily get off the Cataract Glacier 
but then had a good slog up to near Dispatch Peak. After soaking 
in views at the pass we headed down towards the Scimitar where 
Gobin quickly increased the difficulty of the trip by breaking his ski. 
They Dynashit broke behind the binding mounting plate but was 
still attached by the topsheet and hope. Luckily he is a skilled skier 
and managed using a probe and voile straps to keep it together for 
the rest of the trip. Once on the Scimitar we dropped our things and 
headed the 8km up the glacier to our food cache below Fury Gap. 
This completed the circumski of Mt. Waddington. 

Bush and Sticks

May 18th

With great beta from Caitlin via our inReach, we had a slightly 
easier time navigating moraines, bush, alder, and creeks to get re-
established on snow towards the Pantheon Range via the pocket val-
ley towards Bifrost Pass. It was a pretty good day and we had some 
absolutely spectacular views of Waddington from our high point. 
Not that any view of Waddington is bad but the lighting made it 
glow. From there we peeled skins to have a fabulous run down to 
valley bottom where we met up with Julien and Caitlin. This was in 
a valley south of Manitou Peak near Twist Creek. Note: all references 
to awesome ski runs now shall be prefaced with the fact that Gobin’s 
enjoyment was slightly compromised by his broken ski.

May 19th

Off we headed down the valley towards Twist Creek. Once there 
we turned left and went up towards Nirvana Pass. Things started to 
get interesting with some bush and alder and blowdown and swamps 
and creeks and all sorts of cool things. At the biggest creek we 
crossed, Gobin threw his ski across and it just made it. After crossing 
that Lena and I set a steep skin track up towards mellower terrain. 
Even from camp near Nirvana Pass we had views of Waddington 
amongst the Pantheon Peaks.
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May 20th

Alex, Lena, and I started early to get some skiing in. Alex took a 
bit longer this morning as he was trying to thaw out his boots. Once 
going the views were unreal and even the snow was quite good for 
skiing back to camp. Our trip took us to the Mt Vishu- Byamee col 
from where we enjoyed the fast cruise down on the solid morning 
crus, back to disrupt Maddy and Gobin’s sun tanning (burning?) and 
bathing session. By mid afternoon we had packed up camp and were 
headed out towards the head of Hell Raving Creek by going up a val-
ley North of Mt. Osiris. It was a pretty hot slog and we got a couple of 
swims in along the way. At our high point we were pretty stoked and 
looking forward to a good cruise. Well, the skiing was good until it 
wasn’t. Isothermal mush greeted us and many rocks were skied over. 
This is where I was the only one trying to baby my skis. Eventually 
we made it to the point where we could put skins on and go up to our 
destination. This was another good slog and we got a great camp set 
up near running water again with views of Mt. Siva.

May 21st

One big up in the morning lead to some cool corn skiing down 
slivers of snow between melted out rocky slopes. That lead to the 

Nick skiing down the North Face of Cavalier Mountain. Photo credit: 
Alex Gibbs.
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sparsely treed upper valley of Sand Creek where we tried to traverse 
as much as possible before dropping in beside the creek. Our descent 
started with a mushy gulley that made everyone ski poorly, kind of 
like the opposite of hero-pow. From there we ended up thrashing 
through some bush which was accented by sections of game trail to 
get our hopes up. It was cool to transition between different ecosys-
tems as we left snow for some sandy slopes that reminded me of the 
Okanagan. Eventually we met a trail and walked down to the Foster’s 
Ranch where we had stored our vehicles. 

Summary

Waddington is awesome. The area is immense and definitely 
demands attention and care to remain safe. We were blessed with 
generally good conditions and weather. It was really cool that the 
only other parties were our friends and we still got to link up and 
spend time with them. This trip will be remembered for a long time!

Maddy skiing in front of the Radiant Glacier. Photo credit: Nick Matwyuk.
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MORE THAN SEVEN TURNS 
IN JUNE

Ski Day to Mamquam Mountain

Alberto Contreras-Sanz

Participants: Birgit Rogalla, Vincent Hanlon, Alberto Contreras-Sanz

I remember the days when I used to hike in the Spanish Pyrenees 
in late spring, seeing all those hardcore ski tourers carry their gear 
on a hot May day and wondering why. Then in November 2015 I 
joined the VOC, and soon thereafter started understanding what ski 
touring was all about. Despite what most people think, there is snow 
in Spain, and plenty of ski resorts.

Fast forward 1.5 years later, and I have been backcountry skiing 
a fair amount of the weekends since October. Not all of these times 
have I actually managed to do any turns, but at least I wore skis. 
Skiing in June, without ski lifts, would be a first for me.

When Vincent started the Mamquam-in-a-day email faff, I 
jumped at the opportunity and joined the trip. I hesitated initially 
because of my relative lack of fitness -- not much skiing in May, and 
not as much exercise during the week as I would have liked. But 
added bonuses of sleeping three in the back of Birgit’s car (I booked 
a spot in the middle, but got refused), being on a glacier, my first 
ever June turns, and excellent company, were all difficult reasons to 
refuse.

Saturday 7:00pm came around, and I was picked up. We drove 
on the long Mamquam road until a barrier prevented us from going 
further. Highlights of the ride included seeing a black bear on the 
Sea to Sky, a chilled cold dinner, and discussing route options. This 
would be my first alpine(ish) start, with alarms set for 4:40am. It 
would be a long, but not too long, day to get up and down Mamquam 
Mtn.
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Sleeping in the back of the car was not too bad, if a bit cramped. 
We spooned each other most of the time, except for when Birgit 
decided to sleep face up, then Vincent and I would spoon opposite 
sides of the car. It’s her car after all, so no complaints. Breakfast con-
sisted of a good portion of cold oats, and some lukewarm coffee. 
Birgit and Vincent had packed home-made crepes which was more 
appealing than my oats. I should learn for next time. Without much 
faff, we mounted our skis and boots on our backpacks and headed 
out. Despite being only a day trip, I had forgotten how heavy the 
skis/boot/skins/glacier gear combination is.

The first portion of the trail was rather lovely – the BCMC had 
been improving the access to their brand new Watersprite Lake 
Hut, which the trail to Mamquam shares at its start. But soon we 
turned left at the junction, and started the semi-bush hike through 
overgrown and wet alder. In under an hour we reached Paranoid 
Creek, located the fallen tree that bridges the creek (apparently there 
was a proper bridge once upon a time. Editor’s note: the bridge was 
removed a couple of years prior at the request of Garibaldi Park 
rangers) and started the steep climb through the forest. The log was 
rather cold, but not slippery, so wasn’t as sketchy as some reports had 
described.

The kids making progress towards the summit, while clouds start to roll in. 
Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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Two hours later, just before 9:00am, and we made it to the top of 
the first bump. It was sunny and our hiking boots were completely 
soaked, but we were stoked to see Garibaldi and Atwell from a dif-
ferent angle. We dropped our boots in a strategically sunny position 
(hoping they would dry for the way down), and figured no animal 
would like the scent of them enough to drag them around.

Soon the views were impressive. We put skis on at 1400m, and 
could have pushed it to 1300m if we cared even less about our skins. 
It felt great to travel on skis, after all that slippery hiking. We were 
even treated to sights of a wolverine that stuck around for a while!

The forecast had been pretty good for Sunday, although I recall 
seeing clouds at 2000m and clear at 2600m in the forecast. And this 
is exactly what happened – after the above photo was taken, we were 
engulfed in thick clouds. Lack of visibility prompted some faff to 
consider our options. In the end we decided to press on and hoped 
the clouds would go away.

The whiteouts only ended up lasting a few minutes at a time, so 
we managed to see where we were headed. At some point it became 
too steep to ski without switching back a lot, so Vincent decided to 
boot pack. Birgit and I followed after some further faff.

Once atop of the steep hill, we realised we were likely on the 
glacier (by looking at maps and GPS). None of us felt particularly 
confident in our abilities to assess whether or not roping up was 
strictly required, and with visibility not being the best, decided to 
make use of our 30m ropes.

Indeed, the mountain weather forecast had been spot on. It was 
clear above 2300m, and cloudy below. With high spirits, and bak-
ing in the sun, we pressed on, past Delusion Peak and onto the final 
summit slope. At this point, we were still debating which one of the 
peaks was actually Mamquam, but as we approached it, it became 
clearer. Most of the climbing was over now, and we simply enjoyed 
ourselves, took in the views, and ate some more food. Not your eve-
ryday lunch spot!

The bergschrund was obvious, though still crossable with skis. 
The snow felt very solid, so we ended up boot packing up to the 
saddle and left our skis behind. In retrospect, I would have probably 
taken my skis with me and enjoyed that extra bit of nice corn on the 
descent.

Although I initially hesitated to climb to the actual summit, I 
soon saw how it wasn’t too sketchy once Birgit started up the slope. 
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Vincent and I followed her beautifully made steps and soon were on 
top. The view was incredible, as we were on the highest peak in the 
area. Garibaldi and Atwell were visible poking out of the clouds, the 
glacier beneath felt incredibly big. For all three of us, this was one of 
the highlights of our ski season.

The last steep ish slope and scramble to the summit. Birgit leading. Photo 
credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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ASULKAN VALLEY 
BASECAMP

Nick Hindley

The original scheme for this trip was to ski some big lines in 
one of the more seldom visited, but undeniably magnificent, areas 
of Southwest BC: The Tantalus Range. In the days leading up to the 
pre-trip however, conditions were far from in our favour, with heavy 
rain at treeline, and exceptionally heavy snow in the alpine. So we 
shifted our sights East, to Rogers Pass. None of us were particularly 
upset by the change of plans, quickly enticed by the kilometre-long 
runs down the glaciers of the Selkirk range.

In my experience, multiday packs tend to impede steep skiing 
ability, and so it was decided that we would set up a base camp in a 
location from which we could embark on a series of day trips with 
nice light packs. As nice as a hut would be, they had long since been 
booked up, and did not agree with our student budget anyway, at 
$30/night. So 5 days of winter camping it was.

 Our group of 8 included Natan Villarreal, Spencer Gould, 
Steffen Henkelmann, Ilia Capralov, Zack Wentz, Tobias Huxol, 
Bryan Starick, and myself. Both carloads set out at 5:30am on 
Tuesday morning. Around 9am, when I made contact with the other 
car to see how far along they were, it was discovered that we were 
quite far apart. Zack’s car had made it to Merritt, meanwhile ours 
had just passed through Hells Gate. It seems I made a navigational 
error that morning; near the beginning of the route we would start 
driving on highway 1, and at the end we should still be on that same 
highway. From this, I interpolated that we just take highway 1 all the 
way. This was not the case. The detour cost us around an hour and a 
half, in addition to a 9 minute stop at the liquor store in Kamloops. 
Despite this minor diversion, we all arrived in Glacier National Park 
around 2:30pm.



167

Skiing and Winter Mountaineering

We spoke to the Ranger to get our backcounty/parking permits 
sorted. The look of confusion on his face when we asked for camp-
ing permits suggested that this wasn’t something that was commonly 
done; in fact, in his entire time working there, we were the first to 
brave the elements and winter camp. We set off from the Asulkan 
Valley trailhead around 4pm. Around 30 minutes in, Natan real-
ized he had forgotten his whiskey in the car, a critical mistake which 
naturally needed to be remedied. I waited while Natan skied back to 
the car to collect his essential camping supplies, while the rest of the 
group continued on to find a decent spot to set up camp for the next 
few days.

A treed area in the valley 1.5km north of ‘The Mousetrap’ made 
for a great base camp. We began setting up tents and building our 
castle, complete with standing vestibules and wind barriers for tents, 
snow-caves for gear, and an oddly shaped kitchen table/living room 
combo. That night, and for the nights to follow, we huddled around 
the table cooking and drinking whiskey to keep warm. Zack made 
some impressive beverages: a concoction of hot chocolate, baileys/
amaretto, and a stick of butter, which he was kind enough to share 
with the group. Meanwhile, Natan brought along two large…sand-
wiches, which were passed around and  got everyone  kept spirits 
high. There was lots of laughter around camp that night; Natan was 
particularly amazed by a number of things such as the fact that we 
somehow still had cell signal, and Zack’s non-stick pot.

 We set out around 10am the next day; quickly passing through 
the Mousetrap, a narrow gully at the terminus of several prominent 
avalanche paths, before heading up through the Tree Triangle to-
wards the ACC’s Asulkan hut. The hut was said to sleep 10, but for 
sure it would be at least 35 by VOC standards. We rested up here for 
a little while, then headed out to do some sweet sweet skiing. Zack 
dug a snow pit and did some science, conducting more tests than I 
knew existed; the results showed that the interior snowpack has a 
pretty good memory, with weak layers revealing themselves every 
10-15cm. Fortunately it was still super skiable, so all 8 of us took 
turns ripping down the kilometre long run from the cabin to near 
the bottom of the valley. This run obviously left us wanting more 
so we made our way about 2/3 of the way up Lookout Mountain 
before dropping in for an incredibly fun run through sparse trees 
and 30-40cm of powder. On the way up we had gained and lost vis-
ibility several times as clouds passed around us, and ensured we take 
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a cheesy family photo.
 When we got to the base of the slope, we discussed the extent 

to which our group of 8 had absolutely ruined that slope for anyone 
else; this would be a ongoing trend for the days to follow. No fresh 
tracks for you.

The skies cleared as we arrived back at camp, which made for 
amazing views of the surrounding peaks, and stars later that night. It 
also made for a cold evening around the kitchen table, which we all 
coped with in our own ways; Ilia and Tobias found it most effective 
to continuously boil water for about four hours straight, finding new 
meals and beverages to repurpose it into each time.

 The next morning I got up at 6:45am to announce to everyone 
the daily weather forecast. This was not appreciated as much as I had 
hoped. Turns out my temperature estimation of -3°C was slightly off 
(…14° off to be precise). When you’re crawling out of a frost covered 
sleeping bag in the morning the difference between -3 and -17 is 
quite arbitrary; it’s just cold. Needless to say this made the morning 
go a little slower than anticipated. The vaporization point of isobu-
tane is -12°C, so our canisters needed some TLC (being stuck in the 
armpit to warm up) before the fuel could undergo the necessary 
phase change from liquid to gas. Half full nalgenes foolishly left out 
overnight shared a worse fate. In fact, the rum and other spirits were 
pretty much the only thing that wasn’t frozen solid; it was decided 

Cheesy family photo. Photo credit: Natan Villarreal.
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that when the rum freezes, it’s time for us to call it quits, fortunately 
rum has a freezing temperature of -34°C, so we had nothing to worry 
about. Sort of.

It was just before 9am that we were finally heading out from 
camp. We sped through the mousetrap and the tree triangle and 
regrouped at the Asulkan hut, before setting out on one of our fore-
most objectives for that week. Youngs peak, via the Seven Steps of 
Paradise. The route is aptly named, as it climbs the vast, rolling steps 
of the Asulkan Glacier. We kept a steady pace for the next couple 
hours, as clouds rolled in from both the north and south.

The Youngs Peak headwall was our ‘decision point’, thick clouds 
had rolled in by the time we got up there, so we decided to throw on 
some layers, endure the wind, and take a 15 minute snack break to 
see if the clouds would burn off. They didn’t, so we decided to call 
it there and make our way back down the glacier. The skiing was 
stellar; as we cruised down the rolling slopes of the Asulkan glacier 
we passed a few groups, undoubtedly cursing us as we once again 
covered the pristine, powder covered slope with our 8 sets of tracks. 
We stopped briefly at the cabin to warm up, then 5 of us went back 
for another lap while the other 3 called it a day and made their way 
back to camp. Our group of 5 went back up about 4.5 steps, before 
dropping in behind the ‘Pterodactyl’ for an excellent, slightly steeper 
line that fed back into the valley.

The Seven Steps of Paradise. Photo credit: Natan Villarreal.
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It was another cold, clear evening back at the campsite, we had 
begun to get used to the routine, but by this point the struggles of 
winter camping were really setting in; lighters refuse to work, water 
bottles freeze shut in less than a minute, and Natan fell into a tree 
well with his pants down. But somehow it’s always made worth it the 
next day.

We were a bit more on top of things the following morning, 
packing glacier gear and heading out around 8:30am for that day’s 
objective; the Sapphire Col. We made our way up the Western por-
tion of the Asulkan glacier, ascending past a serac, and prominent 
headwall known as ‘The Cleaver’. After only a couple hours, we crest-
ed over the top of the Col, which lay between Dome mountain and 
Mt. Jupiter. The midday sun shone brightly down on the vast area 
before us, and strong winds drew patterns in the snow. We didn’t 
stick around for long at the Col, as the usual mid-afternoon clouds 
rolling in threatened our visibility.

We once again cruised down the glacier, there was lots of holler-
ing, cheers and fist pumps as we skied the glorious >2km run back 
into the valley, with a total change in elevation of just over 1000m. 
Unfortunately, Bryan’s freebie EUS frosh sunglasses didn’t provide 
particularly good snow definition in comparison to a pair of ski gog-
gles, so there was at least one good yardsale, and maybe a few more 
unforeseen snowbanks that were hit with some speed. I also took a 
pretty good bail after hitting a little concavity weirdly; a couple rolls 
and I somehow ended up back on my feet, obviously justifying the 
double fistpump celebration that followed. In the process, somehow 
I managed to snap a fairly crucial component of my boot; not sure 
how I managed to snap a solid piece of metal in two, I call conspiracy.

Bryan and I called it a day, while the others went out for another 
lap on one of the nearby slopes. We put a pretty good dent in the 
rest of the rum while waiting for the others. It had been decided 
earlier that day that Zack’s car would be heading out that evening 
to make it to an event in Whistler the next day. So when the skiing 
group returned to camp we decided to polish off our liquor and the 
rest of Natan’s sandwiches, and proceed to pack up gear for them to 
head out. In hindsight his was not a logical order to complete things. 
Some time later the group was all packed up; we said our fairwells 
and they started the ski out back to the cars. Between Zack’s broken 
skins and some mildly intoxicated group members, I’ve heard that 
the ski out took some time. Bryan ended up in the creek, though 
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nobody is quite sure how he got there or why he was so okay with the 
fact that he was in the creek.

The next morning, Tobias, Ilia, and Natan got off to an early 
start at 5am to make a second attempt on Youngs peak, and be back 
around midday for us to head out too. Meanwhile, I stayed at camp 
with my broken boot and sulked took down the tent. The 3 returned 
to camp in high spirits around 11:30am, having successfully sum-
mited Young’s Peak and gotten some ‘great’ views at the top, along 
with some more great skiing down the Seven Steps of Heaven, and 
Pterodactyl.

 Our group skied out later that afternoon, and headed back to 
Vancouver, stopping for a well earned burger in Revelstoke. As usual, 
there was a blizzard on the Coquihalla, but nevertheless we made it 
back to Vancouver around 9pm that night. Most of the group met up 
for a beer on Sunday night.

I’d really like to thank everyone that came out on the trip, 
couldn’t have asked for a better crew for a trip like this; all super 
keen and super capable. There was a ton of laughter over the course 
of these 5 days, and some half decent skiing too…

Youngs Peak. Photo credit: Tobias Huxol.
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NEW YEAR’S AT PHELIX, 
2017-2018

Marlinde Rijksen

It is the morning of December 28th and we break trail through 
beautiful untouched snow. Vanny has a pretty layer of white snow 
on her black eyebrows. I enjoy the heaps of snow falling in my hair, 
at least for a while. After a while we have some interesting dynamics 
between low temperatures, us, and a heavily packed sled (you might 
have to ask Ryan about this). The evening rises and others catch up. 
Lucy and Alberto embrace us with their skinning energy and soon 
we are out of the forest. Now we slide through an open hilly land-
scape. A great snowy plane appears which makes me smile.

The hut is so cute! We are still just a few souls and crawl into our 
widely spread sleeping bags. The night brings more friends and their 
warmth. Arrivals at 11pm, 12pm, 4am, 5am -> leave the city any 
time you’re ready to make your way up to the hut. 

The 29th of December starts with a clear sky. I am amazed by the 
view outside and spend a couple of minutes talking about it with a 
new friend. Inside it is dark, and very warm of skiing-enthusiasm. I 
am very new to skiing, so to me all snow is amazing, but the stoke-
ness around seems to indicate something special. I mostly politely 
nod to confirm the enthusiasm. 

I happily faff and help digging some tent spots around for long 
enough to call it lunch time, and we have some proper lunch in the 
hut. Very ready to go skiing! I go up cabin hill with Lucy, Alberto and 
Ross. We decide that it is time to put on goggles, Ross goes on a little 
expedition inside his backpack to find his. We are good to go and I 
enjoy the skiing so much! Back in the hut we find out that Ross lost 
his Nalgene during the goggle-expedition. This gives shape to the 
plans for tomorrow. Outside it is snowing a lot, I am more sceptical 
than Ross about finding back his beloved bottle tomorrow.  
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Mirko, Vincent and Birgit expand the 30th of December 
Nalgene-expedition group, so Ross’ chance of finding it back grows. 
We reach the spot where it most certainly got lost, and we start ex-
ploring it with our group of 7 somehow systematically with poles 
and other techniques. The snow looks like a battle field and we joke 
about what others will think when they come across this. After a 
while, Lucy suddenly catches it, and Ross is happily reunited. 

We ski a lap and I enjoy the sun with Birgit and Vincent while 
the others go for another one. We ski back to the lake in duos, I am 
skiing with Lucy and I have so much fun. I am very stoked when 
back at the hut, so I quickly fill the water bottles and eat as many nuts 
as I can to join Alberto, Ross, Vincent and Mirko for one more run.

We go to the upper lake and see others digging a pit somewhere 
higher up. We go a bit more up in the other direction, towards the 
Gandalf-Frodo col. When we ski down the sky takes a lot of differ-
ent colours and the moon appears beautifully above the mountain 
ridges.

The 31st is the most beautiful ending of the year ever. The sky 
is clear blue and we go up to Gandalf with the Nalgene expedition 
group. We skin up on the ridgeline from the Gandalf-Frodo col 
and start boot packing the last bit to the top. This is the sketchiest 
part of the day, with uncovered slippery round boulders to climb 
over. The view from the top is amazing. I have never seen that many 

Ross is reunited with his Nalgene. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.



174

VOC Journal 60, 2018

mountains around from one place before. We take a slightly different 
route back down to avoid the sketchy boulder part, also avoiding 
the part where there was a small avalanche from the skin track of 
two others. The sun beautifully colours just the ridgelines. I go up 
to Frodo with Birgit and Vincent to enjoy some more views and we 
meet more friends enjoying the views and colours on the col. 

Back in the hut we start the countdown to the new year (7 hours 
to go, 6 hours to go…). We sing and laugh ourselves through it. We 
make it awake to 2018. There are some fireworks and naked running 
around the hut. The president runs 100 times around it to celebrate 
VOC’s centennial and we soon fall asleep. 

The First is the day of returning to the cars for us. We join the 
group going down ‘the other way’. It is quite steep and sketchy, so 
Ryan, Megan and I boot pack a large part of it. We are happy when 
back on the normal trail and we have fun the last kilometers. Vanny 
already started digging out the car and after a freezing while and 
some breaking snow chains we are ready to enter the new year in 
Vancouver, or wherever. I will be going back to Amsterdam in a 
week, but I most certainly would love to enjoy a lot more mountains 
with the VOC. So I will just come back. Thank you all so much for 
the amazing days, and looking forward to seeing you again! 

Descending from Mt. Gandalf. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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HOMATHKO ICEFIELD 
TRAVERSE

Arran Whiteford

Participants: Joane Elleouet, Arran Whiteford, Henry Dengate 
Thrush, Paul Mason, Mike and David Rowe 

Part I - The apocalyptic approach

“When you see three blazes near to a huge fir tree, turn left onto 
a smaller trail.”

Wise words, if it weren’t for the fact we’d seen about 10 triple 
blazed markings and the forest was full of big firs. Just a few hours 
into a 21 day trip, there’s no hurry, except that with 30ish kg packs 
our patience for taking wrong trails is fairly short. Getting to the 
snow is always the shittist part of a ski trip.  As our leaden skis at-
tached high on our packs get caught on overhead branches we stop 
to untangle each other. I close my eyes, slowly exhale and imagine 
the glorious snow ahead, the smooth slide of skins on spring snow 
crust. Soon.

Leaving the road, we were bubbling with stoke, regardless of how 
heavy the packs or how bland the trail. Months of planning, catching 
up with fantastic mates who’ve flown around the world followed by 
a road trip – our adventure is H-A-P-P-E-N-I-N-G. Hours after, we 
realise we’ve probably missed the crucial turnoff. Shoulders groan in 
protest. We hop over dryish patches in a smelly swamp for a second 
time, climbing back up the hill. Tottering over fallen trees, rigid ski 
boots and tall packs test our balance.

Not long after finding the right route, with no triple blaze in 
sight, we dump our packs on dank, dry earth to settle down at our 
first camp and the stoke starts smoldering again. Mike is thrilled to 
build his first bear hang. Dave builds a fire. Henry goes for a run 
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to find a dropped glove. Paul tends to his feet that are already self-
destructing. Joane puts up the tent. I start cooking our first dinner. 
#camplife

Ridiculous amounts of effort have gone into reducing our pack 
weight. We’ve converted our ice axes to double as shovel handles, the 
four guys are sleeping in a three man tent – one in the vestibule – and 
the menu is meticulously planned to have an uber high calorie-to-
weight ratio. As a result, I’m at least disappointed to find I’ve acci-
dentally packed 18 heavy tent pegs. Especially tragic as Dad just sent 
me four high-tech super-lightweight titanium tent pegs from New 
Zealand. Huddled around the cosy fire we agree we’ve gone slightly 
overboard cutting weight.  We’ve got no whiskey for the entire first 
week.

On the third day we wake up to our first proper ski day. The 
route ahead follows the Stikeline River, mostly frozen over with 
snow. At least some would interpret it that way.  To us, it is a highway, 
an autobahn, a yellow brick road leading through the forest up to 
the mountains. Our skins glide swiftly, feeling heavenly on the hard 
morning snow and we make exceptionally good progress.  By lunch 
we’re seven K’s up the river. Sitting in front of a magnificent frozen 

L to R: Joane Elleouet, David Rowe, Henry Dengate Thrush, Mike Rowe, Paul 
Mason starting a big trip with heavy packs. Photo credit: Arran Whiteford.
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waterfall, the four guys are blown away by the dehydrated hummus. 
“How much did we bring?” Paul asks. Erm... “3.2kg of powder so that 
makes umm....” Joane calculates, “10 1/4 kg of hummus.” Fortunately 
it’s super scrumptious.

Camp four is our last with a patch of dry ground for us to dine 
on. Ecstatic to hear via satellite text that our food packages are suc-
cessfully in place - thrown out of a small Cessna aeroplane - we have 
the first serious decisions to make regarding the route.  We’re trying 
to get to the Homathko Icefield, but between us and and the ice-
field is a mountain range that’s significantly more dramatic than we 
expected. Marking different options on the map with symbols we 
find a route (named ‘✳’) that skirts the gnarliest part of the range. 
Regardless, the map is still half dotted with ‘?’s.  There are some fairly 
steep cols and descents ahead that are not really avoidable and it’s 
hard to tell which ones are best. In particular, one steep south-facing 
slope (‘•  ?’) a couple of days away screams out crux.

The next days are terrific. We pass over four major glaciers and 
three divides. Each ascent is a pleasantly slow plod and each descent 
a satisfying slide. With heavy packs pushing the knee-twisting dan-
ger high while skiing downhill, we set a firm rule in place: no fall-
ing.  If a team member falls, they don’t get dinner that night. On a 
particularly long flowing descent from a col, we’re spread in a long 
line beside a glacier and – WHAM! – Henry hits the deck first.  The 
rest of us lick our lips imagining the larger portions as a result when 
– WHAM! – Joane hits the deck second.

On our fifth evening we approach the crossing named ‘• ?’. 
Paul arrives at the top first and we hear “YEEOOOOOOOOWW-
PEEPEPEEE”.  In front is a spectacular mountainscape of pointy 
peaks and smooth round glaciers. It’s our first sight of the Homathko 
Icefield. All of the sharp mountains in sight are mostly drowned with 
just their tips managing to jut out of the the blobular ice. Glaciers 
ooze from the icefield down every valley in every direction.

The slope ahead has seen the sun for too long and the snow we 
intended to ski down is a weak, watery mush. Two gigantic natural 
avalanches have already scoured half the slope. Trying to ski down 
would be self-sacrifice.  We opt to walk down a rocky ridge, then 
plan to follow the already avalanched sections of snow. 

While waiting on the edge of a rocky prow, Mike and Paul start 
throwing rocks onto the snow slopes below, trying to release some 
avalanches. This is a technique often described in avalanche books, 



178

VOC Journal 60, 2018

but needs crazily unstable snow to actually work. “Holy woooow!” 
We get river-like slush avalanches up to two metres wide to release 
just by throwing small rocks.

Mike throws a wine-bottle sized rock and sets off a flow of snow 
about a metre wide. It goes a few tens of metres and “Cor!” widens 
to about 5-10 metres. It’s gushing now, with no sign of stopping, 
going 50m… 100m… getting slowly wider and wider and then - 
“WHOOM!” cracks erupt from either side of the flow, spreading to 
100m wide. The entire face forms a furious torrent of mush - it looks 
like whitewater. “CRAAACCCK! THWAAAACK!” It flattens trees 
in its path and steamrolls down the hillside out of view. At the very 
bottom of the slope in the distance is a large frozen lake. We see 
Mike’s personal avalanche flow out onto the lake and come to a stop. 
We look at each other wide eyed, not sure whether to believe what 
we’ve witnessed. 

Knowing that the snow is ridiculously unstable we decide to fol-
low a second rock rib down to where it meets the avalanche path. 
We start walking down the rib slowly with Mike’s avalanche path to 
the right. Then— “AVALAAAAANCHE,” David screams. The slope 
to our left releases and is a ferocious torrent of churning slush 20-30 
metres wide. It flows on and on to valley bottom. “The snow released 
with no trigger,” we ponder. “Insanely unstable.” “Holy fuck!” The 
whole valley feels like it’s in an apocalypse. Despite the fact we’re 
probably mostly safe, it doesn’t feel like a good place to be, so we call 
a retreat.  Back up the rocky ridge we go, slowly with heavy tottering 
packs – except Paul. Turns out he’s a monkey.

Setting up camp, having retreated to the previous valley, we re-
flect on the moment of the second avalanche. “I’ve always wanted 
to yell AVALAAAAANCHE sometime in my life,” David confesses. 
Henry reveals that in the moment of panic he had noticed that a rock 
near him looked uncannily like tandoori chicken. We settle down to 
camp life all packed into the big three person tent, wind whipping 
up around us. Our plan is to ski the same slopes early in the morning 
when they’re frozen solid and secure. 

The next day brings a storm – wind, rain and snow.  We wake 
late only to crawl into the big tent to play cards. Starting the trip 
we had seven days of food and have now used up five. From us to 
the food packages it’s probably just one long day, but we can’t really 
afford to have rest days, so we cut breakfast and lunch. With plenty 
of high-calorie milk powder, we sip hot milkies around noon while 
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pounding out game after game of six player 500.
The four guys have a strict sleeping arrangement. Being in the 

hole (the vestibule) is pretty shit – it’s cold, drafty and rains conden-
sation. Each night they rotate bed places, so every fourth night they 
have to endure the hole. We brought a tarp along and Mike uses it to 
set up ‘the gypsy tent’ – a makeshift inner-tent in the vestibule. It’s 
still drafty and cold, but at least no longer rains inside. Unfortunately, 
as Joane and I share a double sleeping bag, it’s impossible for us to 
take a turn sleeping in the hole.

The next morning, long before the sun has a chance to reach 
the horizon we’re back up at the  ‘•  ?’ col, finding that the night was 
cold enough to freeze the snow solid and stable. What was mushy 
porridgelike shite is now a perfect skiing surface – within minutes 
we’re at the valley bottom, whizzing past the frozen avalanche debris 
of two days prior.

We pass huge crevasses, avalanche debris, moraines and lakes 
until there’s just one more large uphill skin to get to our food drop. 
With only a day and a half of food left, and slightly unsatisfied creaks 
and gurgles coming from our bellies, this culinary destination is now 
firmly on our minds. Skinning through the heat of the day we fanta-
sise about scoffing cheese, chips or olive oil. Paul has other dreams – 
he’s put his down booties in the food drop to save weight for this first 
part of the trip. With constantly wet, blistered feet he’s increasingly 

Mike Rowe (front) and Paul Mason traverse the Homathko icefield proper. 
Photo credit: Arran Whiteford.
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excited to wear them. 
Passing over large glaciers, up to the icefield, we round a nunatak 

and traverse around an icefall. The food drop location lies just ahead 
– I can almost smell the cheese. We break into a flying V and whoop 
as we skin – almost running – the final few hundred metres towards 
the GPS point, excited to see the nine packages neatly waiting for us.  
Joane checks the GPS “...it’s here, the point is right here!”  We look 
around, surrounded by a desert of perfectly flat white fluffy powder.

Part II - We need food

“WHERE ARE THE FLAMING PACKAGES!!!”
5-6 days travel into the mountains with a day of food left. We’re 

at our first food drop, tummies rumbling, saliva dripping down our 
Goretex. We’re surrounded by a perfectly white, flat desert of fluffy 
windblown snow.  We double check the GPX point Camilo sent us. 
Triple check it. Re-enter it.  I run over to a faint ripple in the snow 
and furiously stab around with my pole, grasping on my knees for 
the hard feel of a package. 

Nein.
Nothing.
Nada.
Four days prior, after three failed attempts, Camilo and Edgar 

flew over and dropped nine precious parcels out the window. They 
contain five days of food and fuel, our large first aid kit, some beer,  
whiskey, and Paul’s down booties. Not including the airdrop package 
tests off city bridges and sea cliffs, it took the six of us four full days 
to put the packages together – weighing food, double bagging and 
boxing everything, stitching up the burlap sacks. This was preeetty 
hectic. Especially the first failed attempt where we ended up packing 
the boxes while driving down the motorway.

Now our packages are hidden somewhere around us. Four of 
the nine packages have “ResQski” mini beacons. We fumble for the 
beacon tracker and switch it on. “No connection to anything,” I note. 
Shite. In testing the beacons they worked pretty poorly. At first they 
seemed broken and the company wouldn’t send new ones – hence 
why we only put them in four packages. I had convinced myself that 
with spring snow conditions, our packages would sit on top of the 
snow, easily visible. “Hmmmmm.” Wishful thinking.

Mike has a go with the tracker finder and walks 20m. “SIGNAL!!!!” 
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Hol-ee-shit. The adrenaline is flowing. We’re all following Mike. Dave 
has a shovel. Mike walks slow scanning left and right gaining more 
and more signal until he yells “IT’S RIGHT THERE!!” Dave pounces 
on the patch of snow and shovels furiously. 30cm deep. 40cm. 50cm. 
No package. “No, wait just there!” Dave shifts and strikes something 
hard before clawing into the snow to reveal a beautiful snowy box!

Mike repeats the process for the different beacons, “A SECOND 
BOX!!” then… “A THIRD!!” all pretty quickly. I have a try for the 
fourth and can’t get a signal - this was the one with the slightly mal-
functioning button. I loop for half an hour before giving the tracker 
to Mike, who has the magic touch. 

Opening up the parcels, we’re both excited to have found some 
packages and slightly depressed about our situation. While we have 
found some food, it’s not enough and we need more boxes. The 
parcels we found were completely invisible on the surface. One of 
them was 40cm deep, embedded in an icy crust, so finding the others 
will be a crapshoot. We tally up the food we’ve found and find we’re 
severely lacking fuel, which had to be separated from food in case 
of a burst package. Paul has just one of his two booties, which he 
separated to increase chances of getting one. As night settles we call 
Mike, who’s still searching for the fourth package by headlamp,  back 
to camp. A sombre mood hangs over dinner. Without more supplies 
we’ll need to make a fairly quick exit. We make plans for the next day, 
and hit the sack. With low fuel supplies, the guys have no hot water 
bottles. Henry in the frigid wet hole suffers, and wakes up the next 
day more exhausted than when he went to sleep.

Milling around in the morning we stumble to work. Breakfast is 
just a coffee milkie. I set about making solar snow melters - our lack 
of fuel means our water supplies are our biggest restriction. Mike 
is off searching for the last beaconed package with the last tracker 
battery, Joane and David are off probing the vast expanse for pack-
ages and Paul and Henry are studying photos on the SD card Camilo 
enclosed in the drop. 

The idea was that Camilo would:
• Drop three boxes equipped with beacons.
• Take photos of the packages from the air.
• Drop the five beaconless parcels.
• Take another photo.
• Attach the SD card with the photos into the last beaconed 

package.
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• Hurl the final beaconed parcel with photos earthward.
In theory, by comparing the locations and photo of the three 

beaconed parcels with the photo of eight parcels, we would thus de-
duce the locations of all the parcels. In practice:

Camilo later said after each package dropped they saw a huge 
cloud of cold-smoke powder, suggesting that the packages would be 
thoroughly buried. We can see four packages in this last photo, of 
which we have found three. By trying to guess the angle the photo 
was taken at and the location of the found packages we try and nar-
row down an area where this package could be.  Paul walks to Joane 
and David a few times, correcting their probing location. He walks 
slowly - we’re all slightly weak with hunger. Henry is crook from his 
rough night and snoozes in the warm tent while I stay at camp feed-
ing snow to the solar snow melters.

Trying a ton of different methods to melt snow, we use snow 
walls to reflect more incoming radiation, thermarests to stop trans-
ferring heat to underlying snow, sleds to funnel water, bags and pots 
to collect water and shovels to conduct heat from the hot tent air 
to snow. It’s hard to tell what worked best, but a mega parabola-ish 
wall I made has a constant flow of water at midday, despite the fact 
temperatures are barely above zero. Over the course of the day we 
make 30 litres of water.

“SIGGGNAAAAALLL!!!!” Mike screams. He hops delightedly 
forward following an invisible signal. Before I have time to reach 
him with a shovel he’s holding a box triumphantly skyward. 4/9 
boxes! This is the crucial box of fuel!! Our adventure for now, will 
continue!! 

A few hours later, “PACKAAAAAAGGGEEEEE!!!!” Paul bel-
lows.   “What an incredible bloody fluke!!” He’s probed a non-bea-
coned package by looking at the photos. This last packages is full of 
lots of cheese and lots of olive oil. We now have juuust enough food 
to cross the icefield,  if storm days are foodless.  If our second food 
drop comes in in the next few days, we’ll be able to complete the 
entire route as originally planned.

After a dreary day probing for packages we set off to traverse 
the icefield. With flat, huge expanses of snow-covered ice we cover 
ground quickly, picking our way between nunataks and drowned 
mountain chains.  The neverending descents - kilometres long - are 
extremely fast and fun.  We hurtle down the crusted snow, giggling, 
out of control with a heavy sled bouncing along beside, threatening 
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to overtake or overturn.  The scenery is immense – we feel like polar 
explorers, insignificant dots pressing forward.

Paul admits the whole ordeal is a bit stressful. While we’re soak-
ing in the magnificent mountainscape he’s stuck on the InReach 
satellite messenger, trying to organise our next airdrop one tediously 
slow character at a time. The weather is pretty decent – we’re hoping 
it will come in that evening. We stop and set up camp so the pilots 
have a point to head for.

The clouds roll in.
 “How is the weather at your location?” -Camilo in Vancouver
“Cloud at 200m.” -Paul
“Doesn’t sound like good weather for flying.” -Camilo
 “We’re happy to pay for petrol if you bail.” -Paul 
With a horrible forecast for the next five days this is our last 

chance to complete our trip as originally planned. We don’t have 
enough food to wait out the bad weather window for a later drop. 
Camilo and Edgar wait an hour and as we pray for the weather to 
improve.

“Patchy cloud still,” Paul writes.  
“Up to you, we will make an attempt if you want.” -Camilo
“Yes, go for it,” we decide as it socks in and starts to snow on us, 

fairly heavily.
With not much we can do, and little hope, we light up a cigar, 

half laughing half sobbing at the futility of the situation.
Stomping out and marking a giant circle in the snow, we line 

the area with objects for Edgar to see – it’s pretty much a whiteout. 
Assuming it’s useless, we trudge around, when faintly from the dense 
clouds—

“Prrrrrrrrr rrrrrrrrrrrrrrr rrrrrrrrr rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr rrrrrrrrrrrr.”
“OH MAH GOOOD IS THAT AN ENGINE!!!!!!”
The plane putters into view and starts dropping boxes.
Dizzy with excitement, we’re furiously trying to note the pack-

age locations as they fall from ridiculously high in the sky. Mike and 
Joane write coordinates, I film the falling boxes and the others guess 
what’s in them. Some of them fall from extremely high, 1...2...3...4...5 
seconds of freefall – holy wow.

Edgar dips a wing, and the plane putts into the distance, flying 
high above the clouds that surround us. Edgar and Camilo later tell 
us that they flew hours above dense cloud and the only clear patch 
was right where we were camped. 
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Clipping into skis, we swiftly collect the packages which despite 
being far and deep, are easy to find. With night falling, we construct 
a banquet hall and settle down to celebrate.

The first course is a normal sized dinner – burritos – washed 
down with extra whiskey. Second course is pancakes. Happy and fat 
we slumber cosy-like, with piping hot water bottles and pukus full of 
delicious digesting food. There’s no more anxiety – having starved 
so much we now have more than enough food to settle down into a 
relaxed, snowy ski camp for a few days before leaving the ice field. 
Even better, the airdrop sent us our packrafts. We are now equipped 
to attempt the last part of our mission - a whitewater float down the 
Southgate River to the head of the nearest fjord.

Part III - Cheese skis and some unease

Forget being at 2300m in the middle of an icefield – within an 
evening our ski trip has transformed into a culinary camp. After lug-
ging our equipment and food to a ‘ski camp’ at the south end of the 
icefield, the weather shits itself and we eat, sing, eat and play cards 
for… six days.

Stuck in a whiteout, we’re oblivious to the soaring mountain-
scapes around us, instead focussing on the six different kinds of 
cheese – “Do we want smoked Gouda or Appenzeller?” – perfecting 
the Moose-cake (muesli + pancake) and devouring tons and tons of 
hummus.

We hunker down in a storm, somewhere near Mt Grenville on the Homathko 
Icefield. Photo credit: Arran Whiteford.
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One day, a peep hole in the clouds opens and we flash fry a 
powdery Mt. Jannus and slow simmer a few laps of the neighbour-
ing hills. But except for stunningly curious tiny gaps in the clouds 
revealing a piece of a mountainscape, we stay solidly socked in, to 
the extent that when travelling from culinary camp one to two, we 
struggle to ski in a straight line. Those at the back of the party yell 
“Dude go left! Is your fooking left leg longer than your right?!!”

Eventually the forecast improves, just in time for the exit off the 
icefield which involves some tricky sections. We’re first aiming for 
a steep ridge that we intend to follow down to the Southgate river. 
From there we’ll packraft to the sea. Anticipating heeeavy bush bash-
ing to get to the river, we need to make decent progress now.

With beautiful blue skies forecasted, we set off towards the start 
of our exit ridge via a stunning 2760m pass next to Mt. Grenville. 
After a couple of hours of wandering in near whiteout conditions 
we stopped at a large rock/mountain/dark-object to ponder our 
situation. 

“Without visibility there’s no way we continue this way forward 
- crossing that col up ahead looks pretty finicky.”

“We can probably still make progress if we retreat and follow 
that stripey glacier down into the valley.”

“Yeh, true.”
“Looks relatively boring, and waaay more elevation gain on the 

stripey glacier route though.”
Humming and harring, as the snowy wind pelts our faces, the 

cloud blows past and we’re suddenly exposed to the blue sky. It’s 
magical – the view of the icefield opens up, and for the first time we 
see where we are.

“Check out that crevasse we avoided yesterday in the whiteout!”
The route in front is visible and we pick our distant path. 

Continuing, we move slowly and carefully – quite a lot of fresh snow 
has fallen so avalanche risks exist. Towing largeish sleds full of pack-
raft equipment, we cross a dragon tooth ridge, then drop down over 
a glacial bulge to a steep traverse to our last snowy camp. The sun 
sets behind three magnificent glaciers that spill down off the icefield 
in front of our beautiful spot.

It’s a sad occasion, the end of a beautiful time, but the next day 
adventure and the unknown await. 

...And arrive almost too fast. By the time we’re away skiing, 
loaded with ridiculously laden packs, the sun is burning hard, and 
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the snow is almost molten, crumbling away at our feet. Every third 
turn our skis sink in like mud – it’s really difficult progress. Henry 
gets hilariously stuck up to his neck in a tree well. Paul hauls him 
out. Top heavy, I capsize slow motion  into a ditch, legs flailing in the 
air until I get out of the heavy pack to get upright.  Bluffs, bush and 
humps cover the ridge, it’s a bit of a maze downwards.  

By lunch we’re still at 1000m and shouldering skis we clamber 
on downwards through steep but nice and open forest. By 8pm we’re 
a K from the river, exhausted, and by 9pm we’re naked, washing in 
the freezing glacial water, cleansing our souls. Back in the forest land 
the pungent colours and the strong stench of green and are over-
whelmingly beautiful. We huddle around a campfire sipping whiskey 
and eating curry.

The next day is a relaxed one.  We plan to test out the packrafts 
on the nearby rapids and float a wee bit to the next camp. That’s the 
plan at least. Testing the packrafts goes well - this is our first time 
setting up packrafts laden with skis and gear, so that takes a lot of 
the day. We float in pairs, each with a more experienced kayaker and 
a newbie to yell instructions at. Paul and Mike go first followed by 
Dave and Henry followed by Arran and Joane. 

The first rapids are exciting. I’m concentrating hard, looking for 
the route while looking at Joane. Cor, the heavily laden boats are 
not super maneuverable. Paddle paddle paddle hard!! Paul and Mike 

Floating down the Southgate river. Photo credit: Mike Rowe.
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pass the crux of the river, joining the Southgate confluence - its a bit 
boney!! I can’t reaally see a great route down. Dave follows, hits a 
rock and WHAM is upside down and swimming. Shit shit shit. The 
boat is long gone. A split second later Dave is perched on a rock in 
the middle of the river while his packraft full of everything zooooms 
downstream, past Mike and Paul, hooning through a big wave train. 
Mike and Paul make attempts to stop it but it’s too heavy. Paul disap-
pears following the boat, and I focus on Dave.

“DAAAAAVE, SWIIIIMMM!!!!” I’m on the edge of the river 
near Dave. The frigid water isn’t enticing, but the sooner he jumps 
in and swims the rest of the rapid, the sooner he’ll be out. There’s no 
other option. Dave raises his hands and shoulders in an “I dunno” 
gesture to say “What the fuuuck is this”. He jumps in, bobs through a 
few waves and launches across the flow to where he’s safe in an eddy, 
with Henry and Mike. Phew.

Joane and I portage the rocky section and paddle to meet Henry 
Mike and Dave - who’s now shivering and pale like a monkey on 
speed. Mike tells us he had seen Paul jump out of his boat at the 
corner ahead to run down the riverside after Dave’s raft.

“What the hell do we do?!!” 
Everything Dave owns just floated away. We think of our exit - 

will he have to bushbash the 45 km?? Maybe we can fit three people 
in two packrafts as big raft?

Paul arrives on the other side of the river, stripped into dry fleece. 
We scream at each other, but can’t hear anything. Paul’s gesturing for 
us to come to him, but I don’t see the point as Dave is here, and we 
can’t move him. Eventually I paddle across.

“I have Dave’s packraft on this side. [WOW WOW WOW PHEW 
x a million] Paddle an empty packraft back to the others for Dave, 
then all ferry back over here.” “We’ll all camp here.”

Paul had chased Dave’s packraft down this mellow but fast sec-
tion of water to the corner ahead where he saw a large horizon line 
and big hydraulics throwing water into the air. He got out and saw 
a rapid unrunnable in a packraft, so he chased beside the river (as 
Dave’s raft rammed through the whitewater), hopping from boul-
der to boulder. Beneath the huge rapid, Dave’s packraft had caught 
a small eddy - but on the opposite side to Paul. Without a second 
thought, Paul jumped into the water and swam to the boat, righting 
it and paddling it back. Hence why he’d changed into dry clothes and 
prefered to not help ferrying.
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Reunited with his packraft/life, Dave defrosted next to a roaring 
fire and we discussed the mayhem. The problem was easily solved. 
Dave had attached his skis to the top of his pack on the tip of his 
packraft and the higher centre of gravity made his packraft extremely 
tippy. 

The next day brought the most serious section of the river. Too 
serious to paddle so we spent half the day portaging three rapids 
gaining just a few K’s. After, we floated some really good fun rapids 
- big and bouncy, but safe. Henry, then Dave again, then Joane all 
flipped, but not really in any decent features – perhaps because they 
wanted an ice bath to soothe the aching muscles. 

As the rapids became less frequent we leaned back to relax in 
our packrafts for a tranquille last leg of our trip. Slowly floating 
downstream we gazed around, surrounded by huge cliffs towering 
skyward and reaching  all the way to the edge of the icefield we were 
once on. We floated by scores of majestic waterfalls dripping from 
the ice to the valley bottom, making the trip that took us a long day 
in a few terrifyingly tranquille seconds.

That night as our fire roars we scoff down rations of cheesy pasta 
and sip the last of our whiskey – feet wriggling in the warm dry sand. 
Everyone looks bizarre in this environment, bearded (except Joane), 
shaggy and with bright mountain clothing colours. We look like a 
mix between a bunch of hermits and The Wiggles.  Mike finds a frog 
which we play with for a while, we watch a grizzly bear eating grass 
for an hour, and so our mammoth trip ends.  

Front to back David Rowe, Paul Mason, Joane Elleouet, Henry  Dengate 
Thrush, Arran Whiteford. Photo credit: Mike Rowe.



189

Skiing and Winter Mountaineering

 Crossing the Homathko Icefield was a big accomplishment for 
all of us. This trip has challenged us to dig deeper into questions 
on life and our place in the world. When is the next snacktime? 
How much cheese is left? How milky can my milk be if I want to 
have milkies every day? Returning to civilisation, we have one more 
mountain to climb – relearning to stop eating when food is endlessly 
available.

 Joane Elleouet, Henry Dengate Thrush, Mike Rowe, Paul Mason, David Rowe 
pass a coll next to Mt Grenville. Photo credit: Arran Whiteford.
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TRY, TRY AGAIN
Climbing the North Shore Winter Classics

Matt Kennedy

“‘Tis a lesson you should heed,
If at first you don’t succeed,
Try, try again;

Then your courage should appear,
For if you will persevere,
You will conquer, never fear
Try, try again…” – T.H. Palmer

The North Shore is a wild place. Most of us find a false sense of 
security in seeing city lights from atop nearby peaks, accessed from 
ski resort parking lots and well-established trail networks. Despite 
this façade of safety, the terrain quickly becomes serious out of 
bounds in the North Shore Mountains. Dense bush makes route-
finding difficult, deep snow makes travel arduous, and loose rock is 
standard. While these peaks aren’t known for their alpine climbing, 
it is for these reasons that the local routes were so appealing to me. 
What else do I seek from climbing than exploration, challenge, and 
solitude? 

There is a trifecta of classic winter alpine climbs on the North 
Shore: the Crater Couloir on Crown Mountain, the Northeast 
Buttress of the West Lion, and the North Ramp of Mount Harvey. 
Descriptions of the (summer) routes in the Wheater guide include 
inspiring terms such as “adventurous”, “vertical forest”, and “charac-
ter-building”. Inspired by the unique challenges of winter climbing, 
the winter trifecta has been on my mind for several years now. With 
a superb coastal water ice season coming to a close, I decided I would 
put my efforts towards these little known alpine classics. 
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The stories of my failures and successes with North Shore winter 
climbing follow. Four partners joined me over six trips, and three 
snowy summits were hard earned. My teammates and I wallowed, 
chopped, kicked, and dragged ourselves through the North Shore’s 
formidable mountains, gaining a new-found respect for our rugged, 
incredible, transit-accessible local peaks.

Part I – the Crater Couloir, Crown Mountain (AI2 / 500m) 

January 2017

The jagged, snowy summit ridge of Crown Mountain is striking 
when seen from Vancouver on a sunny day. Accessible via Gondola 
and Grouse Grind, this peak’s beautiful hike and short, airy scramble 
are overrun with underprepared hikers in the summer. In winter, 
few people travel so far from the Grouse Mountain ski resort. The 
narrow, snow and ice-choked Crater Couloir climbs 500 meters 
up the seldom-touched Northeast face of Crown, meeting the airy 
scramble just below the summit. 

Nick Hindley and I saw our chance to attempt this classic during 
a mid-week weather window in January. We jumped at our chance 
to check the route out, unsure of what condition it would be in, 
with guesses ranging from three meters of snow to pure water ice. 
It wouldn’t be winter climbing on the coast if we didn’t take all our 
heavy gear for an uncertain slog.

We skirted the fence and cruised up the Grouse Grind, stop-
ping to top our water off at the Grouse lodge, feeling pretty spoiled. 
It’s moments like this that make the North Shore feel safe and tame. 
Before long we slapped on snowshoes and headed up the Snowshoe 
Grind to the top of Dam Mountain. Down the far side, we followed 
a well-established snowshoe track along Goat Ridge. We realized 
we had traveled too far, missing the drop to Crown Pass, when we 
reached the top of Goat Mountain. Instead of backtracking, we 
snowshoe-skied a direct line to the Pass. From here it was down fur-
ther, into the Hanes Valley. Just like that, the tameness we had felt 
surrounded by groups of tourist and downhill skiers was replaced by 
an enveloping sense of wilderness and self-reliance. 

Reaching the base of the Crater Couloir six hours after we’d 
started, we found the remnants of a recent, massive avalanche that 
had slid down the chute. The already late hour of the day, warmer 
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than expected conditions, and the possibility of (very large) ava-
lanche hang fire convinced us this would not be the day. 

The return slog up Crown Pass and Goat Ridge was tough. Too 
steep for easy snowshoe use, we post-holed the whole way. Putting 
our snowshoes back on atop Goat Ridge, the firm snowshoe track 
back to the lodge was a dehydrated blur. We watched in awe as 
the sun set below the clouds, lighting everything around us in red. 
Returning to the hordes of skiers, we ate burgers and drank beers in 
the lodge before downloading on the tram.

January 2017

Dakotah Fozzard and I returned two days later, trying to take 
advantage of the good weather while it lasted. We brought our gear 
on the sky train and two buses, before grinding up from the bus stop 
to the lodge. From there it was easy going to the top of the Snowshoe 
Grind. I was again struck with how accessible the North Shore 
Mountains are – it had taken us four and a half hours from doorstep 
to mountain top. 

Having figured out the approach with Nick, and following a now 
iced-up boot track, we made good time to the base of the climb. 
The avalanche debris had not gone anywhere, but it was colder and 
cloudier than before. We figured that any unstable hang fire would 
have dropped with the recent sunny weather. 

We donned crampons, pulled out ice tools, and threaded through 
the avalanche debris. The slide had left a firm snow surface making for 

Stoked to reach the ridge! Photo credit: Dakotah Fozzard.



193

Skiing and Winter Mountaineering

quick travel. As the angle steepened, we front-pointed up through the 
narrowing couloir. About half way up, the couloir narrowed to just a 
couple meters wide, and an escape showed a direct route to the sum-
mit. The couloir looked steep, but the escape crossed a meter-high 
avalanche crown. We decided to rope-up and pitch-out the couloir.  
A solo climber passed by us with only a single mountaineering axe. 
Though it seemed silly to have all our gear while he had almost none, 
there were a few steeper sections of alpine ice that I was glad to be 
on belay for. After a few pitches, we exited the couloir to a wide snow 
slope. 

We moved fast to gain the summit ridge. We were stoked to fi-
nally reach the sun! 

From here, we pitched out three exposed rope lengths to the 
summit, where I seemed to frustrate the summit raven. It felt good 
to finally stand atop one of the most iconic peaks visible from 
Vancouver. The views were spectacular, of course, and I laughed to 
see how close the city felt, just a little while after technical climbing. 
We had taken shy of four hours to climb the couloir.

Down-climbing the ridge was straight-forward, and we paused 
where the couloir met the ridge. We were frigid, dehydrated, had 
eaten little to this point. A rest was much needed.

The descent was easy, following the soloist’s boot track along the 
summer route. Down to the Pass, up Goat Ridge, along the snow-
shoe track, and finally to the lodge. We had beer and fries, quickly 
forgetting numb digits, aching calves, and burning lungs. A tram 
ride down, two buses and a skytrain ride got us home. It’s pretty cool 
that terrain like this is transit accessible!

  
Part II – the Northeast Buttress, West Lion (M4 / AI2+ / 400m)

February 2016

The Lions are perhaps the most iconic local peaks. Two rounded 
towers appear as heads, while elongated ridgelines seem to constitute 
the shoulders and backs of majestic beasts. The higher of these Twin 
Sisters, the West Lion, sees most ascents via the standard Tourist 
Route – reportedly a straight-forward, exposed summer scramble. 
On its rarely-visited Northeast side, a prominent buttress waves 500 
meters from valley to summit – this ridge appears as the right side 
of the West Lion, when viewed from Vancouver. While obscure, this 
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buttress is climbed most often in summer. In winter, it is a challeng-
ing local classic, in one of the most classic settings.

Noah Besen and I scoured the internet for trip reports and beta 
on winter ascents of the Northeast Buttress, but information was 
scarce. We gathered that the route was 5.6 in the summer, and con-
tained a fair bit of North Shore shrubbery. Seemed reasonable.

We waited most of winter 2015/ 2016, for firm snow conditions. 
Leaving the Lions-Binkert trailhead at sunrise, the approach hike 
took much longer than we anticipated. Plenty of awkward deadfall 
maneuvering, post-holing, and sweat got us to treeline. Arriving 
below the West Lion after three hours, route hidden from view, we 
speculated at the climb’s condition. It was later than we intended, 
and the day was pretty warm. We decided there wouldn’t be time 
to finish the approach underneath the Lion’s North Face, climb the 
route, and make it down safely.

Instead, we aimed for an obvious Northwest-facing couloir sep-
arating the West Lion’s head from its body. Once in the couloir, the 
clouds lifted and we noticed the bus-sized cornice overhanging us. 
We moved faster. Mantling over the (much smaller) cornice at the 

Noah traverses out of the couloir. Photo credit: Matt Kennedy.
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top of the couloir proved somewhat tricky, but we managed to reach 
the base of the Tourist Route. Looking up, we discussed trying the 
scramble, but decided against it. The sun came out as we hauled on 
a fixed line to reach the Lion’s back and popular summer viewpoint, 
immediately releasing chunks of ice and sluffs of snow off the Lion’s 
head. We felt good about our cautious decisions of the day.

I had been to this viewpoint once before in the summer. I re-
membered crowds of people in various levels of hiking and city 
clothing. Piles of discarded orange peels, laughter, and cameras 
abounded. At this moment, in periodic whiteouts and blowing snow, 
I felt far removed from the summer chaos.

February 2017

Matteo Agnoloni called me twice before I woke up in a hungover 
flurry. I was an hour late to our meeting spot. We began hiking up 
the Lions-Binkert trail, and I was seeing stars. Though it was almost 
exactly a year from my previous attempt, we found snowline and ap-
proach conditions to be similar. That is to say, we spent much more 
time than anticipated post-holing and perfecting our bush parkour 
technique. How did I not remember the approach being like this? 
We should have left earlier – I had to be home for my birthday party 
at 19:00.

We took a quick break at treeline before dropping our snow-
shoes and heading through the Gunsight Notch. At the top of this 
mini-couloir we put on our crampons and took out our tools. The 
snow took our front-points perfectly, and we descended quickly 
to beneath the imposing North Face. Looking up through blowing 
snow at the grey rock, white ice, and black couloirs, I once again felt 
far removed from the tameness of the tourists’ lookout in summer. 

We decided to follow a 45 degree snow ramp below the North 
Face, meeting the Northeast Buttress about a third of the way up, and 
cutting out a few technical pitches. This would save us a lot of time 
– important, considering our later start and arduous approach. We 
negotiated some small bergschrunds and began traversing below the 
Face. The firm snow made for secure tool placements, but our calves 
burned over hundreds of meters of front-point traversing. 

We reached the Buttress five hours from the car. The terrain 
appeared generally mellow just above us to a group of trees would 
make a good initial belay. We started upwards, first through firm 
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snow, then thick alpine ice. About ten meters below the trees, the 
ice steepened and thinned to almost nothing. Matteo soloed these 
few frightening meters to set up a belay at a tree, and I followed, 
impressed with my partner’s bold moves.

I racked up and climbed our first true pitch. Steep snow was 
made tricky as a thick rain crust over sugar snow sheared off under 
my feet. Some digging was required, as were a few delicate mixed 
moves. The final few meters required yarding on handfuls of fro-
zen shrubbery, feet and ice tools dangling above nothingness. Ah, 
North Shore alpinism! I belayed from a horn, legs dangling off the 
mountainside.

Matteo took the second pitch, up steepening terrain, through 
the Vertical Jungle, an icy tunnel of bushes. As I sat and looked down 
the sheer face below me, I listened to the whooshes and crashes as 
chunks of ice barreled through the trees, spinning off the East Face 
while Matteo meticulously excavated his way upwards. I was glad to 
follow up and move my toes again. 

From here I led up a short chimney with a couple careful rock 
moves, then along a moderate snow slope, to a pile of balanced boul-
ders. A meter-wide gap separated this tower from the continuing 
ridge. The view down to the valley bottom through the gap was diz-
zying. Torquing a tool and mantling cautiously across, I flopped into 
the snow on the other side and contemplated my life choices for a 
few moments. I felt this to be the route’s crux move.

Matteo led the final snow and ice slope to the summit. It was a 
good feeling to crest the ridge and see him belaying from a snow seat 
on the mountain’s apex. We took a brief moment to gather ourselves 
for the descent. We were ten hours from trailhead to summit. While 
protection had been easy to come by the entire route, the rain crust 
and exposed climbing had made for hard work.

The sun settled below the clouds, lighting up the East Lion in 
spectacular fashion. The snow and mist around us became a golden 
mantel before the sun hid itself once again. The lights of the Cypress 
Ski Resort shone through the clouds. Friends, home, and birthday 
celebrations felt a long way away. 

We made three traversing single rope rappels down the Tourist 
Route, pulling the last at a spot just below the notch between the 
West Lion’s head and back. We ascended one last icy slope to reach 
the fixed rope which seemed laughably unhelpful compared to our 
ice tools. We reached the viewpoint in a full-on nighttime whiteout. 
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It took a number of cliffed-out wrong turns to find our snowshoes 
again, each wrong turn putting me further away from seeing my 
evening plans. The descent was a post-holing slog. 

This route was no doubt some of the most fun I’ve had on a 
winter climb to date. I had so much fun, I arrived five hours late to 
my birthday party, finding everyone gone, lights out, and girlfriend 
asleep. 

Part III – the North Ramp, Mount Harvey (65° snow / 500 meters)

January 2017

Mount Harvey is one of the highest peaks on the North Shore, 
and is notable from Brunswick, the Lions, and the Howe Sound Crest 
Trail. In the summer, it is a popular summit accessed via hiking trails 
from Lion’s Bay and the Howe Sound Crest Trail. In winter, its North 
Ramp is one of the most frequently climbed local routes.

Dakotah and I saw a desperate weather window, and decided to 
give the North Ramp a shot. Snow was forecast to start somewhere 
between 10:00 and 12:00. If we woke up early, got past the steeps onto 
mellower ground fast, the avalanche conditions should be alright for 
the descent, even if a forecasted 5+ centimeters fell all at once. 

We got to the trailhead a couple hours before sunrise. As we 
stepped out of the truck, the snow began to fall. We were on our way 
quickly, but the snow fell quicker. By the time we were at the base of 

Summit stoke! Photo credit: Matteo Agnoloni.
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the climb an hour and a half later, 6 centimeters of snow had already 
collected atop a firm crust. 

We debated our plan over a snack. As the avalanche forecast 
stood, we were headed into the terrain explicitly warned about. With 
heavier than expected snowfall that showed no sign of letting up, 
bailing seemed smart. We poked our heads out of the forest to check 
out the bottom of the route through the clouds and watched as con-
stant sluffs poured off Harvey’s North Face. 

February 2017

Our second attempt started at an equally dark hour. Once again 
reaching the base of the couloir, conditions seemed good. We racked 
up with numb fingers, and began upwards. The crunch of crampons 
in snow and the jingle of climbing gear broke the early morning 
stillness. Now away from the well-travelled logging road, we were 
removed from our perceived docility of these mountains once again.

Just a little ways into the couloir, it became apparent that we 
would be alternating between kicking steps in firm snow and wal-
lowing though steep, waist deep powder. This made for tough going 
at first, but became easier as we got into a groove of kicking steps and 
plunging ice tools. Numb fingers warmed, and warm toes numbed. 

The bottom third of the couloir was mellow. About this point, 
the couloir turned and steepened. The steps were easy to kick and 
we only swung our ice tools in a few spots. The angle eased off for 
the top third, and we stopped at a shoulder to have a snack and catch 
our breath. 

We took out the rope here, anticipating a steep, exposed traverse 
far above the meadows below. According to trip reports, this section 
could be spooky, and we wanted to be prepared. In reality, we found 
the angle to be no more than what we’d been on in the couloir, and 
the exposure seemed less than looking down the ramp’s fall line. We 
brought pickets to place as protection, but there were enough trees 
we felt confident that, if something bad happened, we would simply 
end up tangled up around them. 

Past the traverse, Dakotah took lead and brought us to the top 
via the Northeast Ridge, and a couple more short, steep sections with 
ample trees for protection. The summit greeted us with glorious sun 
and sporadic views of the surrounding peaks, three and a half hours 
from the couloir’s entrance. We saw the fabled Brocken Spectre: our 
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shadows in the mist, surrounded by rainbows and anti-crepuscular 
rays. We lazed in the sun for an hour, discussing a million more win-
ter climbs on our lists. Rarely have we had the freedom to spend so 
long on the summit of a winter climb!

The descent via the Normal Route was easy in the boot track of 
some people who had apparently been on the summit shortly before 
us. The remote feeling from the bottom of the couloir faded quickly. 
Slalom butt slides through the trees were efficient and fun! 

Compared to my other North Shore winter classic climbs, 
Harvey seemed the most straight-forward, though it shared the 
same adventurous feel and spectacular situations. 

Epilogue and Gear Notes

I have gained an immense appreciation of the North Shore 
Mountains through these trips. Time and time again they have hum-
bled me with their beauty and challenge. Each trip took longer than 
expected – usually by a large margin – and each left me feeling more 
in tune with these underappreciated peaks. 

Every summit made was one on which I had never stood before, 
and there are countless more peaks to touch and routes to climb in 
these rugged mountains. While these stories tell of my introduction 
to North Shore alpinism, I expect there to be many more stories 
soon. Summer and winter, these mountains have a lot to offer. Get 
after it! But play it safe – the mountains always have the final say.

Gear notes: In general, we didn’t find snowshoes or skis useful 
enough to justify for the approaches of these climbs. This is prob-
ably true for most good climbing conditions. Our racks generally 
consisted of nuts, tricams, a couple short ice screws, a few big hexes, 
six-ish alpine quickdraws, and a few double-length runners. Though 
we used a couple hand-sized cams on the West Lion, I wish we had 
smaller cams instead. We used a couple pickets on Crown, and only 
trees as protection on Harvey. A single 70 meter rope was good for 
pitches, and excessive for simul-climbing. Two ice tools were neces-
sary for the West Lion, and a tool/ axe combo was more than enough 
for Crown and Harvey. We brought avalanche gear for each climb. 
No doubt there are those who would do these routes with little more 
than crampons and a single axe – my partners and I are not those 
people.

Each of these climbs is transit accessible!
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VOC PHOTO 
CONTEST 2018 

Winner, Overall and Winner, Action: Crossing Salal Creek in Athelney Pass. Photo credit: 
Joseph Gustafson.

Runner-up, Overall and Winner, Landscape: Nevado Huandoy, Peru. Photo credit: Andrew 
Midwinter.
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Winner, Miscellaneous: Sunset near the summit of Basing Peak on the South Powell 
Divide Traverse. Photo credit: Joseph Gustafson.

Winner, Portrait: Martin Cermak’s Cariboo stoke. Photo credit: Else Bosman.
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Winner, Flora and Fauna: Crusty Crab at Ozette. Photo credit: Else Bosman.

Winner, Club Activities: Attempting to win the VOC Centennial Skinny Dip Chal-
lenge. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.
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Runner-up, Miscellaneous: Nathan casts a beam into the aurora filled sky at 
Clear Lake, Alberta. Photo credit: Colin Herrington.

Runner-up, Portrait: The highest point touched by the Total Solar Eclpise 2017 was the 
summit of the Grand Teton. Photo credit: Chris Barrington-Leigh.
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Runner-up, Club activities: Camp on the Neve. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.

Runner-up, Flora and fauna: Nudibranch in a tide pool on Haida Gwaii, 2017. Photo 
credit: Roseanna Gamlen-Greene.
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Runner-up, Action: Natan Villarreal. Photo credit: Matteo Agnoloni.

Runner-up, Landscape: West Coast of the South Island of New Zealand, 2017. Photo 
credit: Roseanna Gamlen-Greene.
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CLIMBING
and Mountaineering

Offwidth training pays off. Photo credit: Eric Bowes.

Smith Rocks. Photo credit: Lachlan Peat.
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Summer sunset over Half Dome, Yosemite. Photo credit: Rosalynd Boxall.

In the shadow of the Chief. Photo credit: Matteo Agnoloni.
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Nicole Barrette leading up a pitch in the Ring Crags, Scotland. Photo credit: 
Cora Skaien.

Nick Hindley on the Elkhorn-King’s Peak Traverse. Photo credit: Felix Ossig-
Bonano.
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MT. RAINIER, LIBERTY 
RIDGE

June 28-July 3, 2017

Kike Colomes Capon

Participants: Caitlin Schneider, Julien Renard, Enrique Colomés

This is the report of, probably, a precipitated trip to Mt. Rainier. 
Julien and Caitlin returned from Hawaii the 22nd of June, and we had 
the idea in our mind of doing a nice trip before my departure the 
10th of July. We realized that, opposite to the Rockies, the weather 
forecast was excellent for Mt. Rainier: sunny and no showers for at 
least one week, albeit too hot, which was the only negative thing as 
you will see. So right after their arrival, and me with tons of work in 
my last days, we prepared this “adventure” and we left Vancouver on 
the 28th of July with the idea of climbing Liberty Ridge, spending one 
night near the summit, and the following day exploring the ice caves 
under the crater.

Day 1: Getting to Rainier

This day we just drove from Vancouver to White River, where 
we camped. But crossing the boarder was exciting and full of risk, 
a lot of adrenaline… I should mention that I was bringing an apple 
and a pear, that following Julien and Caitlin’s advice I declared… But 
I forgot that I was bringing also some broccoli, carrots, lettuce and 
another apple. Nothing happened, so far so good.

Day 2: White River campground to Curtis ridge

Once we purchased our permits, we started going up the ex-
cellent Basin Glacier trail (there is no way to get lost at this point) 
and kept going in the direction of Saint Elmo Pass (2231m). Views 
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were awesome, weather even better and we enjoyed an excellent 
lunch around 2pm (an excellent schedule for having lunch from my 
Spanish point of view). 

From there, we descended to the Winthrop Glacier that we had 
to traverse. Some crevasses appeared, but it seemed to us that there 
was no need of roping up. After crossing this (long) glacier, we ar-
rived at the Curtis Ridge around 6pm, where we camped, enjoying 
the views of Liberty Ridge and talking about which way to take. It 
seemed to us that everything was quite steep and that maybe we were 
a bit overweight. Was it a good idea to spend an extra day to explore 
the ice caves? As “dessert” we had some Fireball. Some people think 
this is a luxury, but for me it is a requirement. By the way, just saying, 
the whole evening and night we were hearing rocks falling.

Day 3: Thumb Rock

We left camp at 6am and made our way to the heavily crevassed 
Carbon glacier (walking, not rappelling as we read somewhere). 
Upon crossing an icy crevasse that required a bit of ice climbing 
skills, I realized that these guys had more ice experience than me. 
They did it in a comfortable way, but for me it was a sketchy sec-
tion (not more than 3m, but still…). Anyway, after 1.45h navigating 
through crevasses big enough to swallow buses, we arrived at the 
base of Liberty Ridge. Two other guys (named Shane and David as 

The Carbon Glacier and Liberty Ridge. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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we discovered later) were also climbing this route and got started on 
the ridge while we enjoyed our snack break.

 The bergschrund was easy to cross and the snow was perfect for 
climbing, but soon rocks started falling from the rock bands above 
us (the snow on top of the rocks melts and the water washes away the 
dirt holding the rocks in place). They were passing us too close, and 
when I say too close I mean that they sounded like an insect flying 
close by. That was not good. In fact, just before arriving at Thumb 
Rock, we had another close call when Julien had to dodge a baseball-
size rock rocketing down the slope. The worst was still to come…

We arrived at Thumb Rock camp (3100m) around 11.30am. It 
was a short day, but seriously, you do not want to keep going with all 
the rocks falling and Thumb Rock is in principle the only safe and 
flat place to pass the night. The slopes on either side of the ridge de-
flect the rocks coming down from the cliff above the camp. There we 
met the other party climbing the ridge, already settled in their tent. 

Three options exist to move past Thumb Rock: an exposed snow 
slope on the left, one on the right after a traverse and a narrow gully 
going straight up (with a 5m AI3 section). From the bottom the right 
option looked the best, maybe because even if there was a crevasse, 
there was no cliff below, and this is always somehow attractive. The 
gully did not have any ice and the waterfall sprouting out of it did 

Chateau Hanlon. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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not seem appealing. The left slope now looked more attractive as it 
was the most direct way, but we had doubts that we would be able to 
stay on snow the whole way.  Rocks had apparently decided to stop 
their suicide runs for the day since none had come down in several 
hours, so Julien and Caitlin decided to scout the left route. We did 
not want to cross through rock, since it was extremely loose. I must 
say that Rainier is in my top 3 shitty rock places I have seen in my life 
(and I have been in many very bad rock places).  They brought back 
good news and conveniently left a nice bootpack in place. I hope my 
friends in Spain never see this, but we had couscous for dinner at 
6pm, and went to bed around 8pm. I was perfectly aware that our 
alpine schedule required such early bedtimes, but my body did not 
want to accept it. Anyway, the plan was to wake up at 3am in order to 
be above the Black Pyramid around sunrise, to mitigate the rock fall 
hazard, climb the final bergschrund early, summit and build a nice 
place to pass the night. Very nice plan, but …

But just after one hour, around 9pm, we all woke up to the 
telltale signs that some rock party was about to begin (one without 
a hot tub). The day had been too warm and some rocks barreled 
down from the cliff directly above the campsite. We waited for prob-
ably 30s, which seemed more like 30min and went out of the tent. 
Chateau Hanlon (property of the illustrious VOC member that bears 
the same name) had taken some hits. For instance, one rock had 
decided to go airborne, had flown right between the two sides of the 
vestibule that we had left partially open at the top and had landed 
inside the tent where it had made a sizeable hole in the tent floor 
(15cm away from Caitlin’s head). Another one, the size of a large 
baking dish and completely oblivious to the slopes flanking the ridge 
came straight down the center. It would have shredded the tent and 
its occupants if a snow picket had not stopped it at the last moment. 

The two other guys were also lucky. Judging by the tracks on 
the snow, a similar rock had passed 1m away from their tent. This 
express renovation program added 3 new ventilation shafts, but it 
could have been much worse. 

We decided to move the tent further down, took our shovels 
and … built a wall, a trench, some aircraft carrier style cable arrestor 
and randomly planted our shovels and snow pickets around the tent!  
Eventually, we tried to sleep, although I guess none of us really did, 
at least not me. We were all worried and when wind started blowing, 
our feeling didn’t improve.
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Day 4: Liberty Cap

We woke up around 3.30am and left around 5am. Later than 
expected, but we didn’t rest that much this night.  The going was a 
bit slower than expected and we were struggling to find some mo-
mentum. This however got quickly remedied at dawn, when rocks 
immediately started their bombing runs while we were still travers-
ing under the ridge (one hit Caitlin’s helmet and another one hit my 
arm, which now has a scar as a souvenir).

We managed to reach the top of the Black Pyramid (3800m) and 
then, finally, there was only snow and ice to deal with. We steadily 
gained elevation on the sustained 45º-50º slopes and began to feel 
the altitude. Around 4000m, I found some ice and after placing an 
ice screw, I waited for the others. Julien led this part using some ice 
screws. We were tired and considered that it was a good idea to be 
cautious on this section. 

After having a big snack/lunch close to a filled crevasse (the only 
more or less comfortable place we found), we reached the upper 

bergschrund. To cross it involved going over a snow bridge, followed 
by a 3m vertical snow climb. After building a snow anchor, I decided 
to give it a shot, but after punching through the snow bridge and 
better realizing that it was extremely vertical and with snow (not ice) 
I did not feel comfortable, so Julien proposed to leave his backpack 
and go himself. He built an anchor at the top and then Caitlin went. 

Retreat to the barricades. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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She did not have any problem, even going with her backpack; of 
course she was not leading, but still… She actually made it look so 
easy that she came back down to pick up Julien’s backpack. After that 
it was my turn, the snow bridge held and I started to climb following 
Julien and Caitlin’s advice. It was hard for me. The rest of the way up 
was straightforward and we reached Liberty Cap (4294m) around 
2pm took some photos and descended to the col between Liberty 
Cap and Columbia Crest. 

Julien and I started digging up camp while Caitlin was melting 
snow. Thank you Caitlin, I was so thirsty. Our expectations regard-
ing the architectural layout of fort Hanlon shrank even faster than 
one’s manhood in an alpine lake. A 20cm bulletproof crust made it 
extremely difficult to excavate snow and after testing that digging at 
4000m is exhausting, we set up the tent and realized that the spot 
was exactly the size of the tent. And when I say exactly, I mean that 
we had like 15cm in between the snow wall and the entrance. Some 
acrobatic moves were required to enter in the tent.

We had a delicious mashed potatoes dinner, with veggies, cheese 
and sausages, some Fireball and then we went to sleep. Wow, it was 
excellent, no noises, nothing falling…  Pfff, this night we slept per-
fectly, maybe a bit of headache, but nothing else.

Day 5: The ice caves

We lazily woke up at 6am and found ourselves at the summit 
around 9am. A very sunny day, without clouds and blessed with very 

Reaching Liberty Cap. Photo credit: Enrique Colomes.
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little wind and awesome views. There were quite a lot of people at 
this point. We descended in the crater looking for the caves’ entrance 
and immediately saw some fumes coming out of a hole. We went 
there and after a snack break dove right in. The tunnel was hot, hu-
mid and subsequently very foggy. 

Narrow at first, the passage widened considerably upon reach-
ing the main tunnel that circumnavigates the whole crater, roughly 
80m below the surface. At some point I think some chambers were 
around 8m high and 8m wide. In some places hot air escaped from 

thermal vents (too hot to put your hand near them), testimony of the 
ongoing geothermal activity. After walking in the tunnel for a while 
(around 1.5h), we found a lake where we decided to swim (Tom you 
need that one in your list). I thought it was going to be a bit warm, 
but obviously not, it was f***ing cold.

We put on our clothes and decided to go up the nearest tunnel. 
This time we needed our ice tools to get out to the surface. Once 
out, we realized that we had come up on the other side of Columbia 
Crest, across the whole crater. We had left our backpacks at the other 
entrance, and I had also left my sunglasses. It was so bright that I 
closed my eyes, grabbed the end of Caitlin’s ice axe and let her guide 
me back to our starting point. 

After a while, we started descending to camp Schuman (2900m). 
The only thing to be said about the descent is that there were a lot 
of crevasses, people, and that I broke another snow bridge, after 
Julien had crossed it by the way. Julien self-arrested in a very nice 

Caution: Camp builders at work. Photo credit: Caitlin Schneider.
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and (sorry Julien) unnecessary way, since I was able to stop with my 
arms. But this crevasse was deep, I was very happy not to have fallen 
in it. Caitlin managed to cross it a bit further by jumping over it.

We arrived around 3pm at Camp Schuman and after testing the 
stinkiest outhouse I have ever been in, we kept going to White River. 
We arrived to the top of the Inter glacier and Caitlin got very excited 
about the bum sliding tracks on the snow. Although Julien and I 
were not very excited because we did not want to get wet, after seeing 
how Caitlin was descending, we did the same. Wow, that was prob-
ably one of the best and longest bum descents of my entire life. So 
funny, and it was not straight, so you had to twist your hips in order 
to turn. We lost around 250m of elevation this way, almost to the 
bottom of Inter glacier. A couple more hours (around 6pm) and we 
arrived at the car, where we opened some of the Rainier beers that we 

had left in there. It was late enough that we decided to spend another 
night there, so we made dinner and finished the fireball.

Ironically, we learned at the ranger station the following day that 
they had started telling people not to do the Liberty Ridge route one 
day after we had left because of the rockfall hazard…

Thanks Julien and Caitlin for such a nice trip!

Walking back across the crater. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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That’s the way you do it. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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WEENIES ON TRIAL
Ascent of the North Ridge of the Judge

August 4-6, 2017

Nick Matwyuk

Participants: Vance Culbert, Lena Rowat, Nick Matwyuk

Mount Judge Howay looms above Stave Lake and is visible from 
many places in the lower mainland. I have great memories of Piotr 
pointing it out from various spots including a trip to the Rexford 
group. One of my best photos of the North Face came from a traverse 
of the Tantalus Range. Visibility is only one aspect of the peak bag-
ger’s list. If it was easy then everybody would climb it. What makes 
the Judge so intriguing is the lengthy approach and TR’s of attempts 
including Fred Touche’s epics. Those things combined to put it high 
on my list. 

Vance Culbert had tried 12 years ago to climb the North Ridge, 
but was turned around by poor conditions. Lena Rowat climbed the 
normal route in 2012. I had not tried anything yet. Vance was super 
motivated and despite living in Geneva, he made the Judge a focal 
point of a trip to Canada. We had tried to make it happen in 2016 but 
the weather didn’t allow. This year everything aligned. Well, mostly… 
Unfortunately Mark Grist had to bail from the trip the night before 
due to an illness. He was greatly missed and I hope to join him on a 
different trip there at a later point.

Our approach followed the standard route for the majority of 
the way. This included canoeing and kayaking up Stave Lake to the 
end and pulling out onto a logging road. There we got on our bikes 
and headed up the logging roads which follow the Stave River. The 
turnoff for the North Ridge happens further up the road than the 
standard route. This was all pretty cruisy especially since Vance 
towed our canoe with his kayak and Lena and I had full size bikes. 
Vance had borrowed a friend’s bike, which was probably best for a 10 
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year old, but at least he looked good on it, as it matched his orange 
helmet & t-shirt.

Crossing the Stave River is the first crux of the route. A key 
point is to check the river measurements online to get an idea of 
how much water there will be. We crossed at a braided section which 
was all good for the first ¾. The last ¼ was fast moving water which 
separated us from the shore. We swam with our packs on and it was 
stressful. I am not used to fast moving water and it was a challenging 
section. 

Vance riding his clown bike. Photo credit: Nick Matwyuk.

Lena swimming the Stave River with a loaded pack. Photo credit: Nick Mat-
wyuk.



222

VOC Journal 60, 2018

We all made it across safely and enjoyed some pleasant travel 
through light bush to “the waterfall.” It is here where Vance had 
ascended by belaying up “vertical mud and bush” on his previous 
attempt. We hoped to avoid that and did. That didn’t mean it was 
totally easy though. There were a couple of exposed sections on in-
teresting terrain. 

After that we were greeted with thick bush until we could de-
scend to the creek which fed the waterfall. We alternated between 
walking up the creek and through the bush when the creek got rough. 
There were bear prints in the sand beside us and also near where we 
camped. Luckily only mosquitoes bothered us. This is where we were 
finally able to see the Judge as the wildfire smoke was quite thick and 
had obscured views previously. We eyed up our ridge and went to 
sleep. 

The next day we traveled up pleasant rock slabs and blocky ter-
rain to where we got to a steeper section and started to belay. Kobus 
Barnard’s report on the ridge said something like 35 pitches of roped 
climbing. Surely this was to indicate the length of the ridge and not 
the difficulty. We ended up leading ~5-6 pitches and simul-climbing 
another 4 or so. It was mostly straightforward climbing until the 
gendarmes where some route finding slowed us down. The rock was 
quite good as well as the protection. In terms of difficulty we maybe 
had a couple of 5.8 moves. It was really enjoyable although we wished 
we had views to complement our situation. 

There were a couple of snow fields we had to cross and between 
two of them was a tremendous section of scrambling which was one 
of the highlights of the climb for me. It was combined with sunset 
like lighting due to the smoke. 

Luckily the snowfields weren’t too hard for our running shoes. 
In hindsight we should have brought crampons. From the last snow-
field it was straightforward to the summit although it really depends 
on the moat between the snow and the rock. It was cool to see our 
friends’ entries in the summit register. Not many people visit the 
place and they are mostly people we knew. 

We set up camp a short ways down from the summit so that we 
were situated above the “hourglass” couloir which provides access to 
the lower areas of the standard ascent route. It was a pleasant camp 
with dry rock and running water. It even seemed to clear up a bit at 
night so that we could see the moon. 

The next day we started down the rock beside the couloir as we 
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didn’t have crampons. This involved some off-width technique be-
tween snow and rock. Finally we reached a point where it was getting 
difficult to stay on the rock. We set up a rappel and went a full 60m 
down the snow slope. From there we tediously went down the slope 
in our running shoes. The route has many options and we were able 
to make good decisions. There was a section where Lena and I put on 
our rock shoes to descend. Soon enough the open rock travel ended 
and we dashed into the dense bush in search of the flagged trail. 

Our friends who had been up there in earlier years had left flag-
ging. We were able to locate this and it helped make the travel easier. 
Taking a break at the water platform was a highlight. The views, even 
despite the smoke, were great. Being able to look down on the Stave 
River from a good height was a commanding view. We even heard 
and saw a jet boat go up the river. After the water platform the trail 
improved and we made good time to the river. It was here where we 
had to do another river crossing. This section was wider and slower 
but still relatively deep and powerful. I was definitely a little scared 
but we all made it across safely. 

We walked up the road to retrieve our bikes and then continued 
back to the head of the lake. The next day Vance headed out to climb 
Robbie Reid while Lena and I used our bikes to explore logging roads 
up to Winslow Lake, which took us past many giant granite walls 
which are taller than the chief. There is a lot of rock and potential in 
the valley. We then got back in the canoe and made it home not long 
before Vance got home from his trip up Robbie Reid. 

It felt good to have accomplished a great climb in a relatively 
untraveled area in decent time. There is a possibility that we were 
only the second group to climb the route after the first ascension-
ists. Check out “kobus.ca” for further info on the area. He is a Judge 
“guru.”

Summit photo with bear mascot. Photo credit: Nick Matwyuk.
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CANADIAN LASSIES 
EXPLORING SCOTLAND

NMAG Trip Report

Nicole Barrette and Cora Skaien

Preamble

In an effort to find a unique angle for our Neil Mackenzie 
Adventure Grant (NMAG) application, we came across the Ladies 
Scottish Climbing Club (LSCC). In 1908, the Ladies Scottish 
Climbing Club was established and its purpose is “to bring together 
women who are committed to mountaineering in Scotland and to 
encourage an interest in all aspects of mountaineering at home and 
abroad”. It is the oldest all-women’s mountaineering club that still 
exists, and they published a book in 2008 to highlight their journey 
(“Rising to the Challenge: 100 Years of the Ladies Scottish Climbing 
Club”). We used this book to help us plan a climbing trip centered 
around repeating many of the first all-female ascents outlined by the 
club in their early days. We contacted the club and arranged to join 
one of their weekend outings, and received advice on objectives and 
places to explore. We also gained intel from a friend of Cora’s, Martin, 
who did his undergrad at Glasgow University, and he connected us 
with a community of climbers in Scotland. One of the people in the 
group named Carol was the person we had chatted with the most 
from the LSCC (small world!). Additionally, our friend Jake Jones 
(VOC member, friend and avid outdoors-person) had returned to 
Manchester and was going to join us for the first part of our journey. 
We were set with valuable information and connections and planned 
our trip for August 2017. What we did not know at the time, is that 
we would experience only 4 days with any sunshine and even fewer 
days that had no rain during our three week trip…
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Inverness, Reiff and the Cairngorms (Cora)

As Jake and I left Manchester to meet Nicole in Glasgow, we re-
ceived unfortunate news: Nicole’s bag did not made it to Scotland with 
her. Thus, no climbing or camping gear. I reached out to the group 
that Martin had connected us with for gear that we could borrow for 
a few days while we waited for Nicole’s bag. Unbelievably, one of the 
people, Jonnie, offered his entire house in Beauly, near Inverness, to 
us even though (1) he had never met us, and (2) him and Carol (the 
woman from the LSCC) were not there that week. Even more amaz-
ing, Carol had the exact same (tiny) shoe size and climbing shoes as 
Nicole, which they left out for us to use! We re-routed to Beauly to 
enjoy the amazing kindness of the outdoor community and wait for 
Nicole’s bag (thank goodness we had a car rental!). 

The forecast called for rain the next day, but we were eager to 
see the Scottish beauty. Jake suggested we hike Sgor Goaith (14 km) 
because of a trip he recently led in the area. It rained gently off and 
on all day, but was beautiful!

The next day, Jonnie returned and was keen to climb with us 
after work. We departed at 5:30 PM and drove nearly 3 hours north 
to the sandstone sea cliffs of Reiff. Reiff offers a wide variety of short 
climbs (~8-15 m) at various difficulty, all trad. Because we were so 

Nicole climbing Reiff Sea Cliffs, Scotland. Photo credit: Cora Skaien.
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far north (58 degrees North), we still had many hours of sunlight for 
a great evening of climbing. This area was beautiful and the rock felt 
secure and grippy! The only thing we had to watch for was the rising 
tide. We were amazed at how stoked Jonnie was to get out to Reiff 
so late after work, especially considering the drive, and we would 
soon realize that the “sunny” weather we were experiencing was a 
rare sight...

The airport indicated that Nicole’s bag was going to be delivered 
the next day, so Nicole stayed behind while Jake and I went to do the 
5-pitch, 4-star Ardverikie Wall (5.7, trad). We arrived quite late and 
did not begin our climb until mid to late afternoon, at which point 
we had realized that we did not take enough warm layers. The wind 
was howling (70 km/hr, with 100 km/hr gusts) and it was definitely 
below 5 degrees Celsius. Jake led the first pitch and had to wait be-
low the anchor station for half an hour before the party ahead of us 
cleared out and he could build an anchor, where I found that all we 
had to build an anchor was one small cam and a very shallow flake. 
The next pitch was my lead, and I was so cold that all I could think 
about was to avoid vomiting. I climbed the crack and face features, 
not super happily as I avoided being blown off the rock, and then 
struggled to find where the anchor station was supposed to be. At 
this stage, I had come to realize how spoiled I was with the rock in 
Squamish for anchor-building… in Scotland, you really did the best 
that you could with very little it seemed. 

We read the description and determined that the left facing ramp 
was in fact about 10 meters above us, but that the described route to 
get to it was way over to our right and was unquestionably at least 
a 5.10a. Instead, Jake made his own path which was a lot easier and 
a lot of fun, and we finished this pitch quickly. I then began leading 
my next pitch, which had an unfortunate waterfall going down the 
left side of it where many of my placements and hand holds were. For 
some reason though, something had switched in my mind and sud-
denly I had learned to trust the gritty rock for smearing, and when-
ever it felt slippery from water, I pushed on instead of trying to force 
a gear placement. I finally put to practice the idea that if I felt less 
secure than I wanted, then I should push on until I felt comfortable 
to place a piece instead of forcing an exhausting gear placement. Jake 
had one last easy pitch to lead, and then we began our journey back.

Instead of taking the descent path down, we took Jonnie’s advice 
and hiked straight off the back of the mountain which would get us 
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closer to our car. The wind was at its full force and we were fighting 
to stay upright. We also quickly became acquainted with the bog, 
and at least once to twice a minute, one of us would go down with 
our leg ankle- to knee-deep in a bog hole. Instead of letting this turn 
our spirits sour, after Jake’s tenth fall or so, we began laughing hys-
terically and making each of our falls increasingly theatric. After one 
minorly sprained ankle each, and sore abs from laughter, we made it 
back to the car.

We returned to discover that Nicole’s bag had not arrived, and 
we would need to spend another day waiting. Carol kindly offered 
to stay in the next day (while she worked) to accept the bag while 
Jonnie, Jake, Nicole and I went to climb.

We woke up to gentle rain and decided to check out a local crag 
(“Aspen Crag”) that Jonnie had never been to before. The guidebook 
said wonderful things like “little known crag of top quality”, “beau-
tiful rock”, that had a roof above it so was “ideal when it rained”. 
When we arrived, we were greeted by our first onslaught of midges 
(no wind to keep them away here!) and an extremely mossy crag. 
Jonnie, a very brave and skilled climber, quickly backed off his ob-
jective after reaching the super slippery moss. Nicole then backed 
down from her lead, which began with utilizing a tree. Jonnie and I 
went to rap off our line to collect gear, where we then discovered that 
the last third of the climb was also a rock slope completely covered 
in leaves and needles, then the middle third of slippery moss and 
only the bottom third of the crag was climbable rock. This crag had 
clearly not been maintained for a long time… we cut our losses as 
and headed out. Luckily, Nicole’s bag arrived, just in time for us to 
leave and meet the LSCC at Black Rock! Unfortunately, we were not 
able to do any of the objectives in the Cairngorms region that were 
LSCC-related, but hoped that we would get a few of our other objec-
tives shortly.

Black Rock, Kilchoan and Ring Crags (Nicole)

After saying goodbye and thanking Jonnie and Carol, we hopped 
into our fully-loaded rental car and took off from Beauly. It was great 
to finally have access to things like a sleeping bag, rain jacket, and 
spare clothes again!

When we arrived at the Black Rock cabin, the meetup of the 
Ladies Scottish Climbing club was already underway. We stepped 
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inside and were immediately shown great hospitality and welcomed 
into a toasty common room where women were sitting around a fire 
drinking wine and sharing stories. We set up our sleeping bags in the 
upstairs loft and had a room all to ourselves! The kitchen was also 
well equipped and included a sink, stove, and microwave.

After dinner, we shared a bottle of wine with our newfound 
friends and spent several hours learning about the club history, 
Scotland itself, and getting ideas on where we should head next. We 
also talked to many women who were planning trips to BC and gave 
them advice on places to see. The weather was looking pretty bad for 
the Glencoe area sadly, so while we were invited to come along on 
a group trip the following day along the Aonach Eagach Ridge, we 
decided to continue instead to the seaside town of Kilchoan, a place 
that was recommended to us by both Jonnie and a few women of the 
LSCC, as it was forecasted to have the sunniest weather.

From what we’d heard from the women the night before, the road 
to Kilchoan was singletrack for a large part of it and could be pretty 
slow going. As the most experienced person with manual transmis-
sions in the group, I did the driving and it definitely kept me on my 
toes! There were lots of blind corners with oncoming cars and last 
minute veering into pullouts to let them pass, as well as some tactical 
reversing on narrow strips of concrete. I was thankful to have a small 

Nicole climbing in wet and midgey conditions. Photo credit: Cora Skaien
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maneuverable car as opposed to the bigger SUVs I’m used to driving 
back home!

Despite the white-knuckle driving, the countryside was abso-
lutely stunning. We drove by many beautiful seaside towns and a few 
castles. The vegetation was very lush and reminded Cora and I of 
home. It rained off and on throughout the drive and we were begin-
ning to wonder whether or not the forecast had lied after all, but 
when we arrived, the weather turned for the better and we were feel-
ing good about our decision to drive out to this little-known locale.

The small town was quaint, and there were barely any other 
tourists to be seen, and certainly no other climbers. We stopped for 
tea at a café that had the only internet in town to check for a weather 
update, then drove the quick 20 minutes to the other side of the pen-
insula where there was a large beautiful white-sand beach and some 
crags that are part of an old volcanic caldera called the “Ring Crags” 
or “Ardnamurchan”. 

It took us a while to figure out where to park as there was no 
obvious signage or trail leading to any of the crags. We eventually 
decided on a tiny pullout near a bridge and started setting off in the 
general direction of cliffs in the distance. Despite the fact that we 
could see our destination at all times, navigating was surprisingly 
difficult as there was no trail to follow, the “open grassy fields” ended 
up being mostly bog, and the landscape was crisscrossed by drainage 
ditches, some of which were quite wide and required confident leaps 
to get over.

About an hour of wandering brought us to the base of the crag 
(Achnaha Buttress). We had originally intended to make it to a far-
ther one, but based on our slow progress, we decided that this one 
would do. It was sunny and the rock was dry. The rock type was 
volcanic and extremely grippy (and sharp!). We started out on some 
mellow 5.6 - 5.7 routes (e.g. Pash S 4b, Soul Searching VS 4c, Coal 
Mining VS 5a) and the protection was good; however the placements 
were a little trickier than Squamish because the cracks are more un-
dulating and less straight. After warming up, we went around the 
corner to some of the longer and more difficult routes. All three of 
us took turns leading a nicely exposed 5.7 / 5.8 ish level route on the 
far left and afterwards I led a more technical crack climb just to the 
right (~5.8 with a short cruxy section of 5.9+). As I was finishing 
the climb, a large storm was rolling in so we packed up to head back 
to the car. As we were hiking back along the bog, we had to cross a 
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drainage ditch at a fairly wide section. Jake and Cora jumped across, 
but when I jumped across I slipped on the wet rocks on the other 
side and fell backwards almost into the stream. Jake and Cora had 
a good laugh (after an initial panicked scream), and film and photo 
evidence.

The storm had passed without any rain and we were treated to a 
beautiful sunset as we sat on the sand; it was hard to believe that this 
was Scotland!

The following day, the forecast now called for periods of rain, so 
we decided to attempt to scramble the volcanic ring in its entirety 
as a long traverse. We explored the sea cliffs and coves as we skirted 
around sheep pastures, eventually making our way to the far north-
western end of the ridge. We hoped that by following the ridge we 
would be able to stay on better-draining terrain and avoid the worst 
of the bog. However, the going was much slower than we expected 
as we were beginning to learn that the bogginess is EVERYWHERE 
in Scotland, not just in the low-lying areas. (Cora and Jake may have 
already learned this on their Ardverikie Wall climb, for me however, 
it was new).

Following the ridge, we saw beautiful cliffs and sweeping pano-
ramic vistas of the sea. While we were enjoying the journey, we real-
ized that completing the entire ridge in a day was looking a bit unat-
tainable for us. In close to four hours we’d only covered 4 km! (Of an 

Nicole leading up a pitch in the Ring Crags. Photo credit: Cora Skaien.
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approximate 14 km total length, as the crow flies) Much of our time 
was being lost to the vertical gain/loss of each pinnacle along the 
ridge, lack of clear path, and the unrelenting sogginess of the terrain.

By mid afternoon we reached one of the climbing areas de-
scribed in our guide. We were sad to not have climbing gear with us 
as this was probably the most stunning crag we’d come across yet! It 
was beautiful, clean, and dry with what looked like very high quality 
crack systems running up in many places. The right hand side even 
looked tall enough for some multi-pitch potential! It looked pristine 
and untouched, probably due to its remoteness – a crag of this quality 
would be swarming with climbers if it were located somewhere like 
Squamish. To make matters worse, the weather was playing a cruel joke 
on us: despite all predictions to the contrary and initial storminess in 
the morning, the weather was fantastic, sunny and warm. I couldn’t 
help but kick myself for having left the rope and gear back in the car. 

Mount Suilven (Cora)

The forecast across the entirety of Scotland was unfavourable: 
universally many dozens of millimeters of rain and high winds. 
The location that had the lowest chance of rain was Mount Suilven, 
which was on our LSCC list! We headed to Beauly to crash at Jonnie 
and Carol’s place another night. Unfortunately, by the time we ar-
rived, the forecast even for Mount Suilven took a turn for the worse, 
and we instead had a wonderful day at the Inverness Leisure Center! 
They have a rock climbing wall, and a water park with wave pool, 
river pool, and 3 wonderful water slides, including one that is a 3 or 
4 story straight drop down. It is nearly impossible not to scream in 
that one- brilliant adrenaline rush! 

Despite our utterly fantastic day at the Inverness Leisure Center 
(where we also saw many tents camped out “wild camping”), we 
realized that if we waited around for non-rainy weather, we would 
never get to explore any of Scotland’s wilderness. Thus, we drove 
3 hours north to the trailhead for Mount Suilven and hiked 4 km 
to the Suileag Bothy, where we had planned to stay the night and 
summit Suilven the next day. The weather cleared, however, and we 
decided to push for the summit of Suilven that day. Amidst rain and 
intense wind, we chose the hiking route up the mountain (as the 
climbing and scrambling routes were far too wet to be attempted). 
The steep hiking trail gets you to a col between two summits, only 
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8m difference in height (731m, 723m), and we summitted both, with 
the more Southwesterly summit providing some fun scrambling. 
From the summits, we could see Reiff, where we had climbed the 
week before, many other mountains and the beautiful ocean. The 
rain came and went, and the wind threatened to blow us off the ridge 
the entire day, but we were very happy to have checked off one of our 
LSCC objectives!

The next day, we decided to hike up the mountain 8 km east of 
the bothy, Canisp (847m). Most of the day, we were in a fog-out as 
we ascended the extremely windy ridge. As we reached the summit, 
the surroundings began to clear, offering beautiful views of Mount 
Suilven and beyond.

The next stage of our trip was to drop Jake off in Edinburgh to 
return to Manchester for work. After after sleeping in the next day, 
we then began our drive towards the Isle of Skye.

Isle of Skye (Nicole)

After a night out at the Fringe Festival in Edinburgh, we said 
our goodbyes to Jake. It was sad because I don’t know when we’ll get 
to see each other again! My boyfriend Mark joined us for the last 
6 days of the trip on his way to Greece for fieldwork. It was a long 
drive to the Isle of Skye. It was dark by the time we arrived so we 
wild-camped along the roadside.

The next morning, we hiked into Bell’s Bothy in Camasunary 

Mount Suilven, Scotland. Photo credit: Nicole Barrette.
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Bay via the trail from the village of Kilmarie. It only took an hour 
and was quite mellow, which was nice given our absurdly heavy bags. 
Despite all predictions, the weather was fantastic and sunny. We 
dropped our bags at the bothy and left to scramble up Bla Bheinn, 
a 928m mountain that is easily accessible from Camasunary Bay. It 
was mostly just a long uphill slog along the Southwest Ridge with 
short easy scrambling sections. At the summit, we were surrounded 
by clouds that lifted enough to give us sweeping panoramic views of 
the ocean and the surrounding peaks and valleys. The Cuillin Ridge 
looked menacing with dark storm clouds shrouding the summits. 
On the way down, the weather cleared even more to give us a totally 
clear sunset, the second of the trip! 

The next day we hiked around to Loch Coruisk to climb the 
Dubh Slabs to the first summit of the Cuillin Ridge (Sgurr Dearg). 
We knew it would be a long day so we were up early and headed 
out with our pre-packed bags. We were excited since this was a day 
where we planned on getting to do some real technical climbing 
again! The hike around the lake took longer than expected and was 
full of very precarious steep sections of cliff high above the ocean. We 
hiked along the west shore of Loch Coruisk through some extremely 
boggy ground before we found a place to access the Slabs. It was 
a muddy, unappealing chimney to start and I definitely had some 
reservations at first, but we quickly reached better ground and sure 

Cora and Mark traversing the wet scramble section on Bla Bheinn, Scotland. 
Photo credit: Nicole Barrette.
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enough, it was beautiful high-friction, low-angle gabbro. There were 
tonnes of small ledges and crack systems throughout and because of 
the low angle it was “choose-your-own-adventure” climbing/scram-
bling, with no rope required. It was very enjoyable and we were able 
to move very quickly without the need to pitch anything out, which 
was a good thing as we had more than 1000 m of vertical to cover, 
and the weather wasn’t looking favourable. We were worried that if 
rain started, the slabs would become very slippery and there were no 
obvious retreat options. We reached the first (false) summit and rap-
pelled to a notch in the ridgeline and continued scrambling upwards 
to the true summit. We were amidst the clouds at this stage and the 
rock and ground was wetter and slipperier. We were relieved to finally 
reach the summit and spent a short time admiring the surrounding 
peaks of the Cuillin Ridge (which I now realized was a pretty ambi-
tious objective due to the unpredictability of the weather).

Knowing we still had a very long journey home, we quickly lo-
cated the descent trail down the col between Sgurr Dearg and Sgurr 
Alasdair, and started downwards. It was a very long descent on scree 
and boulders which was hard on the knees. The walk back around 
the lake and the headland to the Camasunary Bay took a long time 
and the steep sections were very challenging since we were tired and 
it was almost dark. When we finally returned to Bell’s Bothy we were 
all very exhausted after a ~14-hour day.

Nicole passing over the “Big Step”. Photo credit: Cora Skaien.
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We took it easy the next day while it rained. By early afternoon, 
we decided to hike out and see some of the rest of the Isle of Skye. 
We spent some time in Portree (the biggest town on the island) and 
the next day, we drove to the Old Man of Storr. We hiked up at sunset 
and there were very few people when we got to the top and we were 
able to enjoy the view and explore the structures. We then drove far-
ther north to find a camping place (based on advice from a Portree 
local) and found a MUCH lovelier campsite high above some cliffs 
overlooking the ocean.

On our last day, we tried a day-hike into the north side of the 
Cuillin Ridge area from the village of Sligachan. Unfortunately, high 
winds and torrential rain dampened our spirits and we turned back, 
soaking wet, and drove to Glencoe. We then hiked to Steall Falls, the 
tallest waterfall in Scotland. We spent our last night camping near 
Steall Falls. This is where we experienced the worst midges yet! 

Concluding Remarks

This trip was a lot of fun, despite the insistent rain and wind! 
Scotland is truly a beautiful place and we would love to see it again in 
sunnier and drier conditions. Although we were not able to do most 
of our objectives we had set out to do, we still had an opportunity 
to do lots of amazing things and embraced the inherent element of 
travel: constantly changing plans. We also made some wonderful 
connections with the LSCC and climbers in Scotland in general. We 
hope that more people will be able to go to Scotland and have their 
own adventures!

Cora and Nicole on the summit of Sgurr Dearg. Photo credit: Mark Coleman.
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ALPINE SKILLS COURSE 
TO MOUNT WEDGE

Heather Filyk and Glen Healy

The Alpine Skills Course of 2017 - a trip where several VOCers 
were able to gain invaluable skills from the ever-knowledgeable 
VOC alumnus Sam McKoy. The wonderful Else Bosman and Luca 
Malaguti, participants from the Alpine Skills course the year be-
fore, were also there to impart their expertise. Participants included 
Heather, Genevieve, Esther, Bobby, Mirtha, Arash, Lukas, Glen, and 
Steffen.

About the Alpine Skills Course: Sam McKoy works  summers 
with NOLS as a mountaineering and hiking instructor and winters 
as an ACMG Ski Guide. This is not a guided trip: however; it is a trip 
to promote epic VOC adventures by passing on little tidbits gained 
from Sam’s past VOC and more professional experiences. One of this 
course’s goals is to allow its students to gain confidence in the moun-
tains, so they might lead and teach future VOCers.

We left Vancouver at around 5:30 am Saturday morning, re-
grouped briefly at Galileo’s and set off for the popular Wedgemount 
Lake parking lot. With our heavy packs, we steadily gained the 1160 
meters in 3.5 hours. At the lake, we found an appropriately rocky 
campsite within walking distance of a pristine stream (camping on 
the harder rocky area serves to reduce the environmental impact of 
this sensitive alpine environment - vegetation up here grows by the 
inch and dies by the foot). Afterwards, we headed for the Wedge 
Glacier where we practiced: walking on ice with crampons, differ-
ent techniques to overcome obstacles on glaciers, protecting yourself 
with ice screws, and traveling with rope teams. At around 6pm many 
of us went for a refreshing swim before dinner and scored points for 
the VOC Centennial Skinny Dip Challenge. Everyone shared a bite 
of their intricate meals; Mirtha’s spicy peanut rice noodles, Luca’s 
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homemade vegetarian spaghetti with “meat” sauce, Else’s delicious 
“Dutch” mashed potatoes and sausage shloop, and Steffen’s “any-
thing with chicken in it” meal. It was a chilly evening for July and we 
went to bed early for a big Sunday!

On Sunday we woke up to a nice morning, got out of bed and 
had our big breakfasts. As we packed our bags, it started to rain, 
with increasing volume until the snow came. We waited it out for 1.5 
hours, but thanks to caffeine in the morning, not many of us got in a 
powernap. The rain subsided but the clouds remained low, so we set 
off for a group of rocks perched scenically above Wedgemount Lake.

This group of rocks was used for various practice stations such 
as: alpine rappelling, scrambling, protection placement, knots, and 
anchor building. We moved through these stations, all the time re-
ceiving little tricks-of-the-trade from Sam. The second half of that 
afternoon was geared toward crevasse rescue. With a little overview 
and our G1 training, our teams were able to perform efficient 2:1, 5:1 
and 6:1 crevasse rescues in no time.

Feeling famished and cold around 6pm, we headed back for some 
food. Somehow, able to suppress hunger for pleasure, Luca, Bobby, 
and Lukas ice climbed on the steep glacier walls for another hour. 
We ate and laughed until it was time for bed, it felt like Christmas 
Eve, all of us were stoked to attempt the class AD (assez difficile) NE 
arête route up to Wedge Mountain.

Grand scale backcountry dinner party. From Left: Sam, Lukas, Glen, Arash, 
Esther, Mirtha. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.
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We woke up at 5 am, had a hearty breakfast and packed our 
packs with crampons, ropes, and snacks. We set off for the toe of 
the glacier and roped up in 3 rope teams of 4 people. We started 
from the toe around 8am and set off together. We had scoped out our 
route during the days before and now on the glacier, we were pleased 
to be moving towards our goal. Looming to the North West was a 
thick grey haze, an unpleasant reminder of our forests burning in 
the interior. Luca lead the first >40 degree snow and ice slope. After 
feeling a little exposed at the top of this steep section, we gained a 
valuable lesson in strategic picket placement, but it all worked out. 
After a quick snack break, and almost dropping one lunch into a 
crevasse, we looked towards the daunting massive cornices hanging 
a ways off. Sam, armed with our full stock of pickets, led our rope 
teams up another steep snow slope to the saddle that continues onto 
the NE arête. After some contemplation of weekend objectives, snow 
conditions, and time management, we decided against summiting. 
As Sam says, he can’t even count how many times he has had to 
walk away from a summit opportunity. Sometimes, you just need to 
know when to call it. After this, it felt like we had all the time in the 
world to get down, so we began the faffiest ridge scramble of all time. 
Culminating in an exciting alpine rappel, Glen was the first brave 
soul to trust the dyneema-slinged rocks to his body weight, which 
took a long time for 11 of us to get down. At the base of the rappel 
was an intimidating snowy and icy slope.

Mount Wedge Ridge. From Left: Steffen, Luca, Heather, Glen, Sam, Mirtha, 
Arash, Esther, Genevieve, Lukas, Bobby, and Else. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.
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When we got enough nerve to move, it was not so bad. After 
practicing some fun self-arrests, we slid down the snow slope, roped 
up, and jogged down the glacier (which some of us enjoyed more 
than others). After a second dunk in the lake we walked down the 
steep Wedgemount trail. Most of us finished with extremely sore feet, 
but were greeted by Genevieve’s bag of local and delicious cherries.

Thank you Sam McKoy, Else Bosman, and Luca Malaguti for do-
nating your time to teaching some VOC weirdos the way of the wild! 
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HOW TO DO BECKEY-
CHOUINARD IN A DAY

Matteo Agnoloni

Step 1: Convince your partner to quit work

Natan Villarreal was wasting his life away at a co-op job in Fort 
McMurray. When I asked him if he wanted to go to the Bugaboos 
with me in the beginning of August, he said that his work term 
wouldn’t be finished until the end of summer. I was hoping to spend 
a week there with two travel days, but Natan worked two weeks on, 
one week off, so this wouldn’t work with his fly-in-fly-out schedule. 
It took a little bit of persistence from me, but in the end he said “fuck 
it” and requested that his work term end three weeks early. Office life 
is unhealthy anyways. 

Step 2: Instill in yourself the ‘lazy alpinist’ mindset

The “fast and light” movement has developed from the fact that 
climbers can’t be bothered to carry unnecessarily heavy backpacks 
for multiple days anymore. Why in the world would we want to carry 
all of our overnight gear and climbing kit from Applebee Camp to 
the East Creek Bivy, spend the night, climb the route, return to East 
Creek Bivy, and slog all of our overnight gear back to Applebee 
Camp? This debauchery was reserved for the hardmen and hard-
women of yesteryear. Even Nick Elson, one of the fittest mountain 
athletes in the Pacific Northwest, admits that the reason he trains to 
do big objectives in short timespans is so that he can sleep in in the 
morning and sleep in his own bed at night. So “fast and light” isn’t for 
progressive alpinists who are looking to push the limits of the sport, 
it’s for climbers who are looking to do the least amount of work pos-
sible while still completing their objective. Genius.
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Step 3: Wake up at an ungodly hour

We woke up at 1:30am. It was pretty heinous. But what was even 
more heinous was trying to fall asleep at 6pm the previous day. It’s a 
harsh irony how after working eight hours in cubicle, I need to take 
a two hour nap before going to the gym for a one hour workout, but 
after climbing all day in the Bugaboos, my body teases me with an 
abundance of energy and an inability to fall asleep.

Step 4: Get there first

This is probably the most important point. As soon as you leave 
your tent, it’s a no holds barred race to the start of the route against 
everyone else with a headlamp on. The last thing you want is to be 
stuck behind a group of three sport climbers who overheard the 
spray master at their local crag saying that the Beckey-Chouinard 
was no biggie because it’s only 10+. This can turn your day from an 
enjoyably long one in to a gloriously unwanted epic. 

We were the only group leaving from Applebee Camp. When we 
were passing over the Pigeon-Howser col, there was another party 
just in front of us who had slept at the col the previous night. Natan 
and I locked eyes with each other, and we both knew what we needed 
to do. We gradually increased our pace, as we didn’t want to startle 
our competition. We then noticed the party in front of us consider-
ably slowed down as they approached a large section of blue glacial 
ice. Natan was leading the way, and I whipped the rope to signal him 

Looking down the first pitch of the Great White Headwall. Photo credit: Matteo 
Agnoloni.
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to “giddy up”. As we passed the party, we noticed that they were using 
micro spikes as opposed to actual crampons; a vital mistake. 

As we passed through the East Creek Bivy, we noticed a few 
groups getting ready. We quickly packed our rope and crampons 
away, and raced up the 1000ft scramble through the maze of boul-
ders to the start of the fifth class climbing. We arrived victorious, the 
first party at the start of the route. Fifteen minutes later, as we were 
preparing to start climbing, four separate parties showed up behind 
us. 

Step 5: Be confident running it out

The route is most commonly described as being 16 pitches long, 
but in order to do it in 16 pitches there would be quite a few 60m 
pitches. Sixteen pitches is faster than 25 pitches, so stretching your 
rope out as much as possible is preferable. Placing 10 to 15 pieces of 
protection per pitch is typical, so that averages out to about four to 
six meters between each piece. I don’t know about you, but I’m not 
too stoked on the idea of taking a ten meter alpine whipper where the 
nearest rescue is a day away. Because of this, I was typically building 
belays after 45m-50m. Natan, on the other hand, had balls of steel 
and no concept of fear when he was on the sharp end. Most notably, 
it was Natan’s lead for this 60m finger crack. We were unsure if he 
would be able to make it to a good belay stance with 60m of rope, so 
we decided that I would start simul-climbing with a couple meters of 
rope left. With two meters of rope left, I disassembled our belay and 
started climbing. As I was cleaning the gear, I started to notice the 
distance between each piece; six, seven, maybe eight meters between 
pieces. When I reached the belay, I gave kudos to Natan and com-
mented on how spaced out his gear was. He said something along 
the lines of “yeah, it would have been a long fall if I fell, but at least 
we are really high up.” It’s sometimes good if your partner is a little 
insane. 

Step 6: Carry four different topos for the descent

The descent off the South Howser tower is pretty luxurious; ten 
rappels with each station being fixed with new age bolts. There are 
lots of trip reports out there describing the descent in different ways: 
use a single rope, rap with double ropes here, only a 70m rope will 
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work. It can be hard to know which one to trust or if these posh 
alpine bloggers are trying to sandbag you. Therefore, print off all the 
topos you can find and stuff them in your pockets. Don’t laminate 
them though. It never rains in the Bugaboos.

Our descent went surprisingly well. We hit all the rap stations 
and never got our ropes stuck. It took us two hours and was actu-
ally pretty fun; probably because we started our rappels at 4pm and 
didn’t have to stress out about rappelling in the dark. You wouldn’t 
want to do the rappels in the dark. 

Step 7: Confidently walk back in to camp

We got back to Applebee Camp around 8pm, 18 hours on the 
go. We were utterly exhausted, having only a few energy bars and 
two litres of water each throughout the day. The key point here is to 
not let anyone see that you’re exhausted. You’ll walk in to camp and 
people will ask:

“What did you climb today?”
Short and sweet, you’ll tell them “Beckey-Chouinard.”
“In a day?!”
Lift your head up high; stare directly in to their eyes with a slight 

smirk, “Yes.”
You’ll be legends. And only when you crawl back in to your tent 

out of view from everyone in camp can you cry yourself to sleep 
from the excruciating pain of all the blood rushing back to your fin-
gers and toes, but it will all be worth it. 

Summit shot! Photo credit: Natan Villarreal.
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EXPLORING SCOTLAND
The Highlands, Sea and Skye

NMAG Trip Report

Carly Peterson and Kelsey Miller

Carly Peterson and I, Kelsey Miller, were on the verge of com-
pleting our undergraduate degrees when we decided to plan a trip 
to celebrate our efforts over the last five years. We were hungry for 
escape from the confines of the education system; we craved a new 
setting and new challenges. Naturally, we looked to the mountains 
– but not just any. We had heard tales from friends overseas of bush-
whacking paradises (i.e. no bushwhacking) and vast green valleys 
that were open to roam freely. They described images of lush rolling 
hills, weathered sea stacks, endless rivers and wild marshy grasses 
which rooted themselves deeply in our imagination. These features 
belonged to none other than the Scottish Highlands; their moun-
tains were calling, and we had to answer. Thus, with the help of the 
Neil Mackenzie Trust, the support of the VOC, and kind friends who 
offered their maps and knowledge of the area, we set off to explore 
Scotland on June 24th, 2017.

Our goal was simple, but our bucket-list long. We wished to 
explore the Highlands and the Isle of Skye on our own four feet, to 
scramble and climb stacks of beautiful basalt at every opportunity. 
Little did we realize how challenging this would be given our deter-
mination to resist motorized transport, the weight on our backs and 
the wet, wet weather. 

Our journey began with a day-long layover in Halifax, fittingly 
the capital city of New Scotland. We spent the day finalizing itinerar-
ies and dreaming of ridge-walking, while sunburning and beer tast-
ing to the bellowing bagpipes in the park. Halifax is quite pretty – We 
would recommend visiting this little seaside city. It took us nearly 
five hours to reach Halifax from Vancouver, but only four to reach 
Glasgow from Halifax. It was hard to believe that another country on 
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the other side of the ocean was closer than the other side of Canada; 
our country is massive. 

Getting our bearings in Glencoe

We arrived in Glencoe by bus from Glasgow on a pleasant after-
noon, famished and delirious from the lack of food and sleep over 
the last two and a half days. The excitement and disbelief at our situ-
ation kept us on our feet as we hiked down next to the River Coe to 
find our hostel for the first night. Pasturing horses and large muscu-
lar cows greeted us along the way, unaware of how enchanting the 
scene appeared to us foreigners. Glencoe is a small village host to an 
endless amount of Bed & Breakfast style cottages and basic ameni-
ties. The youth hostel is on the outskirts, nearly 3 km outside of town 
from the local pub and convenience store. We later discovered there 
existed a real grocery store in the next town over, Ballachulish, some 
5 km away, but not until we had spent nearly 35 quid on simple food. 
With plans to explore heavily over the next few days, but no sign of 
white gas for our stoves, we planned equally heavy meals of meat, 
cheese, heavy cream and fruit-bread loaves.

Though we believed ourselves smart to get cellular data plans 
to check the weather, research climbing routes, and keep in touch 
with Angus and Margaret, we seriously underestimated how poor 
the signal would be throughout Scotland. Thus, we learned to come 
up with plans A through Z for each day based on the weather we 
woke to. Our first venture was decidedly The Pap of Glencoe, a 

Foxglove over Glencoe.
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Graham of only 750m on the western end of the Aonach Eagach 
ridge, looking over the River Coe as it enters Loch Leven. The Pap is 
a steep, but gentle, day-hike through marshy wild grass and creeks 
lined with purple flowered foxglove. It served to warm up our legs 
after time served crammed in transportation and to give us a sense 
of the terrain without the burden of our packs. The air was damp yet 
crisp, and the wind more whip-like as we became more exposed on 
the Graham. We were glad to have waited on traversing the Aonach 
Eagach ridge, our original plan, as it remained enshrouded in wet 
clouds the whole day long from our view. An easy scramble to the 
top rewarded us with a 360 degree dreamscape: Loch Leven to the 
North, Glencoe to the West, the village of Kinlochleven to the East, 
the Aonach Eagach enchainment to the South East and lush green 
glens inbetwixt. These mountains were so accessible and inviting 
due to their lack of trees. We descended back into town in time to 
grab a pint at the local pub and groceries for the hostel. Sleep, food 
and dry clothes were going to be essential in the coming weeks. 

Aonach Eagach Ridge

The following morning, we prepared with excitement for one 
of the most highly anticipated objectives of our trip, the Aonach 
Eagach ridge traverse. We were fortunate to be offered a lift to the 
east end of the ridge, so we could finish within walking distance to 
the hostel. We made quick work of the 800 metre ascent to the ridge 
proper, dogged the whole time by howling wind and descending fog. 
The shocking force of the wind, blowing unrestricted up from the 
valley floor, made us hesitate on the summit of Meall Dearg before 
proceeding to the exposed ridge ahead. Before we could do more 
than don our helmets and every warm layer in our packs, the wind 
ceased, leaving us in a cloud of hanging mist hiding the sheer 800m 
drop to the highway. As we moved, the mist dissipated, revealing 
ridge upon ridge of the velvety green mountains we’d admired the 
day before. 

The scrambling along Aonach Eagach’s many steep outcroppings 
proved to be superb, and our way was indicated by faint scratches 
on the rock made by crampons worn by those tackling the ridge as 
a winter objective. As we happily and easily negotiated the more de-
lightful (difficult) sections of the ridge, we understood that the dire 
warnings of exposure and difficulty were generally directed to hikers, 
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not climbers like ourselves. Judging our progress against several 
guided parties behind us, we were making good time, so we paused 
to enjoy tomatoes and leftover breakfast sausages in the sunshine. 

Gradually, the ridge relaxed into a steep track of compact soil 
and broken stone leading to the final peak, Sgorr nam Fiannaidh. We 
finished the last of our cheese behind a semi-circle of piled stones 
before regaining our trail from the previous day back to the river. 

The Journey to Fort William

That night, we were informed by fellow travellers at the hostel 
that the weather would turn harsh over the next three days - the 
days we had set aside to climb the Three Sisters near Rannoch Moor. 
Given we still had no fuel to cook food or purify water, we decided 
to use the time to hike to our next destination instead: The Ben Nevis 
at Fort William. Pouring over maps, we settled on hiking the last 
stretch of the West Highland Way beginning in Kinlochloven. The 
next morning we left the hostel to hitch a ride to Kinlochleven to 
give ourselves enough time to complete the stretch in a day. After an 
hour of hopeless thumbs outstretched from our already drenched 
clothes, we were shocked to be picked up by a couple in a shiny 
black Mercedes. The woman shared passionate stories of her years 
of climbing in Yosemite in the early 90’s and how sport climbing was 
‘taking over the world’. 

This final leg of the West Highland Way climbs up through the 
woods above Kinlochleven before following the route of the old 
Military Road through an empty glen flanked by grand Corbetts. The 
path was relatively flat and easy going, but the water and wind had 
no trouble throwing us around with an extra +30kg on our backs. 
For 25km we trotted on past sheep and rivers, though few hikers. 
This gave Kelsey plenty of time to calculate the exact weight of each 
pack and sing childhood songs like a broken record. Eventually we 
came to sitka plantations in the process of deforestation, stepping 
cautiously through trunks and branches lathered in mud. Signs indi-
cated helicopters had been in the day before, prohibiting hikers from 
passing for hours - we had been lucky. We were grateful to reach a 
logging road, leaving the steep slippery plantation detours, which 
gradually descended into the stunning Glen Nevis. The grand Ben 
Nevis loomed ahead, largely enshrouded in mist. 
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Fort William to Camasunary: City slickin’, Sligachan and the Skye 
Trail

The town of Fort William was a welcome sight, as we persevered 
through a long heavy day. We had hauled fresh food meant for three 
days including tomatoes, 12 hard-boiled eggs, and oranges, and our 
feet and ankles felt it. Knowing we had another three weeks of adven-
ture to go, we decided to take our first rest and resupply day instead 
of cramming in a route(s) up the Ben. In Fort William we stumbled 
onto a church converted to a climbing gym, The Three Wise Monkeys, 
and the steam-powered Hogwarts Express train. Local pubs served 
excellent grog and company - bartenders and patrons alike were ea-
ger to joke and share stories. We left town the next day with vintage 
postcards, woolly coos, a Skye scrambles guidebook and - finally - 
white gas. We bussed to Sligachan on the Isle of Skye and proceeded 
to hike the ~12km south to Bell’s Bothy via the Skye Trail. There was 
no time to lose, as we were scheduled to meet the Mackenzie’s at 
Camasunary on Canada Day. 

The Skye Trail was breathtaking. Rain-scattered sun rays illumi-
nated every shade of green carpeting the hillsides. The wild grasses of 
the marsh swayed and swooned to the rhythm of the wind. The rare 
red deer and numerous sheep did not seem to mind our presence or 
the elements. The weight of our packs threatened to send us tumbling 
into each of the countless rivers and streams we crossed. With each 
lake and bend in the path, my eyes searched the horizon for the sea, 
for Bell’s Bothy. The sun was behind the Black Cuillins by the time we 
saw it; a large red and white flag flapping in the wind nestled against 
a stone bothy. As we approached Bell’s Bothy, Margaret, Angus, and 
Neil’s friend Richard were descending the hill with broad smiles to 
greet us. They had planted the Canadian flag and organized a BBQ 
for that evening to celebrate Canada Day and our arrival, though all 
the supplies had mysteriously disappeared while they were out! We 
later discovered a well-meaning hiker thought the bag of supplies 
was garbage that someone had left, so they hiked it out. We agreed 
to celebrate the following night instead. We slept on benches next to 
the full bunks in the bothy, while the Mackenzie’s headed back to the 
“car park” to sleep in the trailer that night. 
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The Beauty of Bell’s Bothy and Camasunary

Bell’s Bothy at Camasunary instantly felt like home - cozy and 
inviting. Much like the VOC huts, there would always be room for 
one more. Large windows faced out to sea in both the sleeping bunks 
and the kitchen areas. A Scottish proverb read over the door, “It 
seemed like a good idea when we were at the pub!” along with other 
‘words of wisdom’ written on the walls. A nomadic hiker and pho-
tographer, Kevin the Flying Scotsman, quickly befriended Carly and 
I; he had many questions pertaining to our adventures in Canada 
and Scotland thus far. He, too, had many stories to share from the 
past 20 years he’s spent wandering the highlands, thanks to the both-
ies dotting the land. 

Our first morning at Bell’s Bothy we woke to heavy rain and 
wind which, by this time, we were quite used to. Our daily routine 
consisted of pouring over maps while sharing a single mug of coffee 
Kelsey was always eager to refill; neither of us regretted the weight 
imposed by Carly’s Bialetti. We set out to explore Corbetts to the 
west, wet or not, near Sgurr na Stri and Loch Coruisk. We followed 
the fast-flowing Scavaig river from its mouth to find the best place 
to cross. The marsh continued all the way up the Corbett – Gore-Tex 
was no match against the boggy grass and soil groping at our boots. 
We got within 10m of the summit before the thrashing rain and 
black moss-covered rocks turned us around. Had we summited, a 
dangerous slippery down-climb would have ensued. We returned to 

Crossing the 1001 rivers to get to Camasunary.
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the smell of barbequed burgers in the bothy courtesy of Angus and 
Margaret, celebrating the halfway point of our journey. A Scottish 
tour guide, Matt, requested an interview with us for his podcast re-
garding the adventure grant. Kelsey was relieved that Carly took on 
most of the questions as she felt quite nervous, fiddling and trying 
to ignore the blinking recorder, but we were glad to do it for the 
Mackenzie’s. We later joined a group of English lads in cards over 
candle light, birthday cake and song. Before retiring, we all agreed to 
spend some time cleaning the beach the next morning to contribute 
to the Mackenzie’s Annual Beach Clean before adventuring.

 We woke early that morning to cloudless skies and blinding 
sunshine. We could spend five minutes picking up trash before tak-
ing a step. Bag after bag we filled, working together with the English 
lads and Kevin until mid-morning when a bold 4x4 graciously of-
fered to haul it to the car park. We were eager to climb in this gor-
geous weather, setting our sights on Bla Bheinn and pleasant look-
ing routes on its eastern buttress. We stuffed down a quick lunch, 
racked up and packed only the essentials: first aid supplies, water 
and Snickers bars. We picked our way through the boggy plains, 
finding a small beaten path leading up the southern buttress of Bla 
Bheinn. We scrambled up and bouldered around each outcrop en-
countered on the dry, packless ascent, delighted at its grippy tex-
ture and crack systems, stopping often to soak in the views and our 
fortune. Camasunary felt like an impossible dream: sheltered by the 
Cuillins, nestled between a marshy plain and and soft beaches, fed by 
rich lochs and rivers, and kissed repeatedly by a calm ocean. In our 
search for the elusive eastern crags, we were halted by dangerously 
steep scree slopes. We searched for ways around, but came up empty 
handed. We settled for sharing Snickers chocolate on the summit, 
admiring the length of the various peaks and pinnacles dotting the 
Cuillins; it would have been a perfect day to traverse them. Instead of 
feeling disappointment, we embraced the cumulative exhaustion in 
our bodies and the magic of the land as we descended the mountain. 
Back at the bothy, Kelsey ound a nook in the low sea cliffs where she 
bathed in the sunny ocean and washed my clothes for the next days, 
soaking in the day. We were treated to a glorious sunset over the 
Cuillins sitting around a fire, grateful for the smoke to keep away the 
midges; we were already dreaming of return.   

The sun returned to illuminate Camasunary the next morn-
ing, beckoning us from bed. Stewing oats, currants and butter with 
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a side of coffee woke our stomachs from their nightly fast. We ate 
on the beach, lapping up the rays with no need for words. Our wet 
and weathered impression of Skye was transformed into a picture of 
paradise, though we knew it was time to leave. Kevin snapped a few 
final photos for us and soon after we said goodbye. We packed slowly, 
soaking in the last perfect moments in peaceful solitude - everyone 
else had left. A quick listen to Florence and the Machine gave us 
the push we needed to hike out to the car park where Margaret and 
Angus had stayed.  

The Search for the Secret Bothy: Hitching Skye from South to 
North

After the effort of getting ourselves to Skye, and the unprec-
edented sunshine, we forgot our plans to return to climb Ben Nevis. 
Kevin had raved about the beauty of the Quiraing walk, a dramatic 
landslipped area near the sea, and the area around the Old Man of 
Storr. Now settled on the idea of staying on Skye until we were due 
in Edinburgh, we planned to travel up-island to visit these sites. 
We also couldn’t deny the lure of a photo Kevin showed us of a sea-
side sunset, so we prepared to leave the now-familiar Camasunary 
bothy in search of the “secret lookout bothy” up north. By the light 
of birthday candles evenings before, Kevin had showed us which 
wiggle of land on the northernmost tip of Skye we were to find the 
bothy, instructing us to look for a red telephone box on the side of 
the road connecting the small towns of Staffin and Uig, with a sign 
marked “Shulista.” With no additional information, we said goodbye 
to Camasunary and set off to hitchhike from the closest road. 

After our good luck hitchhiking around Fort William, we were 
not surprised to be picked up within fifteen minutes by two young 
women out for a drive from their hostel. They drove us past thousands 
of sheep back to Sligachan, and dropped us off at the hotel where 
we’d started our journey on Skye. From there, an Englishman visiting 
a friend on the island gave us a ride to the grocery store in Portree, 
the “urban” centre on Skye. With packs bursting with fresh food, and 
gratified by our good luck so far, we walked to the road leading north 
out of Portree, and started hailing passing cars once more. Our next 
lift was from a woman who’d moved to Staffin with her family from 
London to slow down and live by the ocean. The next wait on the 
side of the road was the longest yet. With suppertime approaching 
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and only 12 km left to go, we wondered if our luck had run out. Carly 
even started a song and dance routine, “Cute and harmless, harmless 
and cute!” to reassure passing drivers, and finally, a Russian couple 
on holiday picked us up. They humoured us as we explained where 
we were trying to go, and helped us look for the elusive red phone 
box. At last, there it was, sign and all!

Our timing couldn’t have been better. A warm evening glow 
bathed the dirt track and purple heather, contrasting this flatter, 
drier landscape with the one we had left 100km to the south. Near 
the end of the trail, we crested a small hill and found the Rubha 
Hunish Lookout bothy, windows twinkling in the sun, waiting for 
us on the cliffside. As it turned out, this bothy was far from secret, 
with its three bunks over-filled, so we joined the other tents further 
down the plateau. The light lingered until nearly midnight, when we 
finally turned in after wandering the cliffside, journaling, and shar-
ing stories with the other bothy inhabitants. 

Our travels to this point had reinforced the assumption that one 
could find fresh running water anywhere in Scotland, but not here. 
We rationed what was left, eating thick porridge for breakfast and 
saving only sips for exploring the small peninsula under the cliff. 
The cathedral of rock and winding sea cliffs we found convinced us 
to remain at Rubha Hunish for another day, and forgo hitchhiking 

The elusive phone booth at Shulista.
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south to the Quiraing. Reluctantly, and with the first inkling of a 
sunburn, we hiked back to the road in search of water. Finding none, 
we started walking toward the nearest houses down the road. Instead 
of directing us to a source, the proprietor of a collection of guest 
houses and sheep farm offered to fill our bottles herself. We discov-
ered later, upon meeting a former president of the Mountain Bothy 
Association back at Rubha Hunish, that we could have visited his art 
gallery down the road and filled our bottles there (as was suggested 
in the guest book). Large hairy cows and many sheep greeted us on 
our walk back to the bothy, followed by a local herder and his seven 
border collies. 

With fresh water in hand, we were free to climb and explore the 
sea cliffs below the bothy. After careful inspection of the large castle-
like formation under the bothy, we decided that we weren’t comfort-
able with the rock quality at the top of the cliff, so after a dip in the 
cold water, chose to climb some of the lower cliffs at the water’s edge. 
For the rest of the day, we danced across grippy black rock, sharing 
perches with tolerant seabirds, awed by the spectacular setting and 
weather. As we were settling in with dinner that evening, a Swedish 
woman crashed through the door, crying, into her friends arms. 
Noticing we were alarmed, they excitedly informed us that she had 
just gotten engaged. We shared dinner with the happy couple and 
friends that evening, and were graced with one more ocean sunset. 

The beginning of the end: Portree, Inverness and Edinburgh

Leaving The Lookout, we were reminded of the artist’s cafe, 
Single Track, recommended to us by the kind proprietor who filled 
our nalgenes the day before. We decided to hike the few miles there 
for coffee, cake, and hopefully a ride to Portree. We lingered over 
our espresso and rich chocolate cake, looking out to the windy 
sea and admiring the watercolour paintings inside. Shouldering 
our packs again, we were quickly offered a ride all the way to the 
Portree campground by a Bavarian woman on holiday with her dog 
in an enormous caravan. She was quite unconcerned by the narrow, 
winding, single-direction roads, and it was with some relief that we 
finally reached the campground. Our neighbour in the campsite was 
a French university student, waiting on a friend to meet him on Skye 
the following day. He noticed our climbing gear as we turfed out our 
packs onto the lawn looking for tent pieces, and he told us about 
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growing up climbing near Chamonix. We spent the rest of the even-
ing exploring Portree and its various pubs together. In the morning, 
we said goodbye to him and Skye, and boarded a bus to Inverness. 
Incidentally, we discovered that all of the Scotland Youth Hostelling 
Association hostels have the same wifi password, so we were able 
to contact Angus and Margaret before departing by loitering in the 
courtyard of the hostel in town. 

We were greeted by charming Inverness after a rainy bus ride 
along Loch Ness. Angus and Margaret were waiting for us at the Fig 
and Thistle Bistro, where we enjoyed a delicious lunch and finally 
had a taste of haggis! After saying goodbye for now, we boarded a bus 
to Edinburgh, on the way to the end of our trip. 

It turns out uncertainty - the primary prerequisite for adventure 
- is the only certain thing we can expect in life; the hills, in a foreign 
country no less, made for an excellent place to practice accepting 
that fact. Once in the hills, one must abandon the burdensome nag 
of worry, which often accompanies uncertainty, in order to embody 
the spirit of adventure. Together we practiced this in Scotland, 
spending approximately 12 days on terrain we had never experi-
enced in a country we had never set foot in, detouring drastically 
from our original objectives due to unforeseen and unpredictable 
circumstances. Weather changed by the hour, rock was chossy and 
hard to read, and our bodies exhausted slowly but surely, hauling 
nearly 30kg with each step. We learned that when time is limited, the 
hardest thing to do is slow down. Taking care of yourself and your 
travel partner should take precedence over completing a tick-list. 
Sometimes it’s better to become intimately familiar with the day-
to-day stirrings of only a few special places, than to get a fleeting 
impression of many. 
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When Natalie Makepeace and I plan an adventure, it’s nearly 
guaranteed to be epic.  I knew this full well when we started plan-
ning for a weekend of alpine climbing with Joe O’Brien.  A handful 
of emails later, and we had enough of a plan to get going: we’d drive 
up to Pemberton with all our gear, and then decide at Mt. Curry cof-
fee whether to climb the Moonraker route on Athelstan (a long but 
moderate rock climb), or Vayu (which would involve some glacier 
travel, and easier rock).  Natalie would drive her own car as far as 
possible.

The route up Vayu seemed easy enough.  3 hours of bushwhack-
ing from the trailhead, an hour-long glacier crossing, 4 hours of 
low-fifth rock climbing, and a scrambling descent back to the glacier.  
Done right, it would be a pretty “chill” objective done over two days.

So, we started driving. The day began with me frantically trying 
to dry my rancid socks (still wet from Glacier School the week be-
fore) on the car heater, as I waited for Joe to meet me at Segel’s Bagels 
in the morning.  With the windows fully open, and the heater on 
full blast, Stewart, my trusty RAV4.1, smelled like a cheese-factory-
gone-wrong.  I acclimatized just in time to meet Joe.

The Hurly FSR is a beautiful drive.  As you climb steeply away 
from Pemberton meadows, the climate transforms from coastal to 
interior, the pines all showing their fall colours, and the air getting 
cooler and drier, and the mist fading away to clear skies.

We stopped in Gold Bridge to check out the visitor centre and 
the tiny town (a general store, a motel / cafe, and a gas station). All 
were without power, but nonetheless we took a selfie as we were un-
likely to return anytime soon.

We left Gold Bridge and soon reached the Jamie Creek FSR, 

A CHILL WEEKEND ON 
MT. VAYU

Jeff Taylor
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which was blocked by a big, closed gate!  It looks like there’s a new 
hydro project up there, and they’ve repaired the road (it’s in wonder-
ful shape!) but blocked off access.

In any case, we started the 7km slog.  It went quickly.  We passed 
the hydroelectric project about halfway up, and at that point the 
road quality deteriorated quickly, but it didn’t affect our walking.  
Eventually there was a creek crossing with a missing bridge.  The 
deactivated spur going right was barely distinct from the surround-
ing bush, such was its state.  So, I forded the creek sans shoes, and ran 
up the main road, until it switched back.  This verified for us that the 
main road wouldn’t help, and that bushwhacking looked long and 
uniformly terrible regardless of route choice.

And was the bush ever terrible.  After two and a half hours we 
found a clear grassy area at the bottom of the valley.  It was getting 
dark so we set up camp here.  It had been 2.5 hours and we had made 
1km of progress.

We expected bushwhacking in the dark to be really hard, so we 
waited for first light to get going.  The bush gets much thinner, mak-
ing the going quick.  We reached the creek, 1km further in under 20 
minutes (lightning fast!), and started on up.  The bush continued to 
cooperate, and soon we were in the alpine.

The glacier was in late season condition, with easy walking, but 
some of the snow bridges were just barely filled in.

Gaining the ridge was complicated and steep.  We placed many 
pickets as we worked our way around several large open moats.  At 
this point, I continued climbing straight up the hard snow.  It turns 
out the snow was powder on extremely thin ice on scree, so Natalie 
and Joe traversed straight onto the dry scree.  I was about 30 metres 
higher, and very sketchily traversed across to dry scree.

At this point, we were sitting under a steep section of rock, it 
seemed nearly impassable except for a small climbing move for 
which the feet felt just a bit too insecure.  To get over it, I placed a 
solid cam for my foot and cranked through.  Just a little bit more 
scary climbing up gravely ledges, and I was finally on solid rock just 
below.  I built an anchor, and belayed up Joe.

At this point we took a look at the time.  2PM.  It had taken us 
6 hours (wait, that’s not right :/) to get over the shrunds and up the 
loose rock.  Things were looking extremely pessimistic.  It was clear 
that rapping down was our only option.  We slung a big horn, and 
Joe started to rappel.  Just as he got away, I realized---
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“Shit!”
 “Oh fuck, what?!” Joe nearly had a heart attack.
 “We forgot the summit picture!”
I don’t think Joe will ever forgive me.
The descent was as tricky as the climb, but after two hours we 

were safely back on the glacier.  It was 4PM.  We booked it for camp.
The descent through the bush was the fastest and funnest type-I 

bushwhacking I’ve ever done.  Jumping over logs, running through 
trees, sliding down moss.  We reversed the two-hour ascent in under 
30 minutes, and made it back to camp with 30 minutes of light to 
spare.  We packed up quickly, trying to save as much light as possible 
for the reverse bushwhack, but once we got into the real bush, the 
light was gone.  We took out our headlamps, and started the push.

We decided to stick to the valley bottom for the reverse bush-
whack.  This involved climbing through windfall, and dense alder.  
After a few hours of this, we found the cutblock, which should have 
made things easier.  But we couldn’t find the deactivated road.  We 
were tired, so we walked downhill, until we hit the creek.  The cut-
block didn’t extend all the way to the creek.  So, we walked back 
uphill.  We continued walking back and forth for what seemed like 
hours.  Eventually we sat down to get some rest.  This was extremely 
frustrating.  We decided to walk a little bit further, and then reached 
the road.  It was 10PM.  The last kilometre of bushwhack had taken 
us 4 hours.

After another two hours of road walking out, Joe and I still had 
to be in Vancouver the next day, so we started driving right away.  
The road was surprisingly busy (passed half a dozen trucks), but by 
2AM, we were in Pemberton, where we stopped for a much needed 
nap.

At 3AM, Joe’s alarm went off.  We didn’t feel particularly awake, 
but I had enough in me to drive the next leg.  We made it as far as 
Alice Lake, where I pulled over to take another nap.

We snoozed through Joe’s next alarm, for a few hours, and woke 
up at 6:30.  We drove the last little bit to Vancouver without stopping.  
I dropped off Joe at his car and drove home, and then straight to 
work.
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BEAR MOUNTAIN 
A Cure for Clueless Ambitions

July 29-31, 2017

Julien Renard

Bear Mountain lies several kilometers southeast of Chilliwack 
Lake, past the US border. Caitlin Schneider and I first got a glimpse 
of it a year ago from the summit of Mt. Redoubt, which lies just 
north of it. Alpine Select describes a few routes on the north face that 
looked promising, including a “famous” 5.9 Beckey route from 1967 
that goes up the north buttress. We were further inspired by the ex-
cellent trip report on www.Stephabegg.com (subsequently referred 
to as “the TR”) from 2010 of this particular climb, which I highly 
recommend if you are looking for a pitch-by-pitch description of 
the route. However, several aspects of that TR could benefit from an 
update and a few extra details, so here it goes.

Fact #1 Bushes have a tendency to grow over time and the more 
they grow, the slower you go.

Alpine Select describes the approach as a 7.5 hour endeavour. 
The TR states 9 hours. It took us (and another party that was a couple 
hours ahead of us) 12 hours. While the start of the trail is flagged 
and you can actually see a trail, things deteriorate quickly as you 
approach the US border. There, the trail referenced in Alpine Select 
and Bivouac follows the Chilliwack River. Getting to the river would 
require crossing a large swamp and the trail, already described in 
Alpine Select as “vague” - likely does not exist anymore. Instead, we 
decided to follow what appeared to be some brand new flagging tak-
ing a path through the old growth forest in order to avoid the swamp 
entirely. The terrain was reasonable and we slowly but surely got past 
the swamp and joined the old trail as it entered the forest. The trail 
is at times difficult to follow, often only consisting of a few telltales 
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signs such as chainsawed logs from the 70’s. We occasionally saw the 
flagging we had tried to follow since the beginning. 

The last 1.5km from Bear Creek were the worst. Devil’s club and 
thickets rule the land and gaining passage requires you to pay a hefty 
fee in sweat and blood, to which we added countless religious and 
sexual expletives for free. Finally arriving at the junction with Bear 
Creek, we decided to dip ourselves in the river to relieve our mind 
and body, only to be mobbed by all sorts of flies as soon as we got 
out.

Past the junction, you start to ascend a ridge that will lead to 
Ruta Lake. The terrain was surprisingly easy going and apart from 
the last 100 m of elevation where blueberry bushes abound, we made 
it to the ridge without much misery, scaring off a bear in the process.

We made a pit stop on the ridge, during which I went down to 
the lake to refill our water bottles (there is no water between the 
junction with Bear Creek and the lake) and continued on toward 
our campsite (the saddle at the bottom of Bear’s west ridge). We ar-
rived there at 8:30 p.m., 12 hours from the car. A faster party, or 
one better skilled at route-finding, could most likely save an hour or 
two. There are ample water supplies in the area from snow melting 
off Bear’s southwest face. Mosquitoes were there too and the ever-
present smoke from the wildfires did not seem to bother them in the 
least. We were surprised to find another party of two (Alex and Dan) 
bivying at the col as well. We learned that they were the ones who 
had put up the flagging and that they were going to climb the north 
face direct route the following day.

Fact #2 Fred Beckey is nuts

From the col, it takes about an hour to get to the base of the 
climbs. The north face direct route tackles the buttress head-on, 
while the Beckey route goes up the amphitheater to the left and re-
gains the ridge after a copious amount of 4th class scrambling. This 
is where I would like to expand on the couple of sentences usually 
dedicated to describe the scramble. For about 300m of elevation, we 
found ourselves on compact slabby rock, littered with rocks rang-
ing in size from pebbles to soccer balls and nicely lubricated with 
water and sand. Sometimes handholds were solid; sometimes they 
would crumble if you looked at them the wrong way. Any rock fall-
ing would trigger an avalanche barreling down the amphitheater like 



260

VOC Journal 60, 2018

shotgun pellets. You cannot pitch it out (there is nowhere to place 
gear), you cannot bail (there is no place to build an anchor, down-
climbing is not an option) and you cannot fall (you will die). This is 
a very dangerous place to be and anyone considering going up the 
north face should most definitely attempt the direct route or choose 
another climb entirely.

After several hours soloing this rubbish, we finally made it to the 
ridge where the actual climbing begins. The contrast in rock quality 
was overwhelming. From there to the summit, I can honestly say 
that this was one of the best alpine climbs I have ever done. The first 
pitch consists of a hand and fist 5.9 crack going up a corner, which 
proved to be pure type 1 fun (despite the loss of a stuck pink tricam). 
Easier climbing then led to the “legendary” off-width crack, which I 
promptly bypassed, and up a short wall where you have several op-
tions to finish the climb. Alpine Select describes the tension-traverse 
used by Fred Beckey to reach a 4th class gully (thanks, we’ve had 
enough 4th class for the day) and a left-hand traverse to an overhang 
to complete the direct route. Instead, we opted for the line described 
in the aforementioned TR, which goes straight-up the ridge on some 
slightly runout 5.9 face climbing. This line is fairly exposed at the 
beginning, but the holds are great and difficulties quickly ease off.

Once we gained the summit ridge, we scrambled up the west 
ridge to get to the true summit. The summit register averages one 

Caitlin enjoying the summit, with the route behind her. Photo credit: Julien 
Renard.
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entry a year, going back to 2006. At that point, Alex and Dan topped 
out onto the summit ridge but elected to not go to the true summit, 
longing for the beer they had left at camp. It was now 7pm (we started 
climbing the upper pitches around 1pm, but we are fairly slow climb-
ers). The TR describes a descent route going down the south-west 
ridge, which is straightforward, but a bit of a detour. There is also a 
gully splitting the center of the west face that allows you to go back 
to camp faster. 

Alex and Dan described the lower pitches of the direct route as 
slightly confusing, oftentimes not really knowing where they were. 
That being said, the climbing was apparently good and they certainly 
seemed to have had more fun than we did on sketchy 4th class rock.

After a lazy start the following day, we made our way back to 
the Bear Creek junction. Eager to try just about anything to avoid 
the oncoming bushwhack, and inspired by Nick Matwyuk and Lena 
Rowat’s thermarest float across the Squamish River, we decided to 
follow the Chilliwack River back to the trailhead. A minutious prep-
aration ensued where we basically kept all our clothes on, but care-
fully wrapped various belongings in whatever ziplocks and garbage 
bags we had. Despite years of tender care for our $200 sleeping pads, 
we were now willing to toss them in a river full of water, branches 
and whatnot to ease our suffering (Devil’s clubs are devious).

Fact #3 Rivers can be delightful

It turns out that the sleeping pads were not necessary since 
water levels never got higher than waist-deep. To our surprise and 
delight, the river was full of sockeye salmon, spawning here and 

The “trail” and some salmon. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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there. Passing idyllic pools one after another, we were only dreaming 
of swimming (despite having water to our knees all the time) and 
taking breaks every hundred meters. Eagles soaring over our heads, 
ducks floating downriver, salmon, frogs, etc - the area is gorgeous. 
Granted, we saw bits and pieces of salmon here and there on the 
shores as well as many bear prints, but it is part of the whole experi-
ence. Logjams were fairly common and slowed us down a bit, but we 
never had to leave the river to bypass them.

Roughly 7 hours after we started on the river, we made it back 
to the trailhead. This was a bit slower than the bushwhack, but infi-
nitely more enjoyable.

Caitlin on the 3rd class ramp leading to to the ridge. 4th class deathtrap in the 
shade behind her. Photo credit: Julien Renard.
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ELKHORN-KING’S PEAK 
TRAVERSE

Felix Ossig-Bonano

Participants: Nick Hindley & Felix Ossig-Bonano

Pursing my lips, I sent a spray of toothpaste spittle into the wind. 
We had just finished dinner and had watched the sun dip below the 
horizon as it cooked. Tikka Masala rice with capsicum (aka pepper) 
added for some bonus crunch. Despite the meal size (adequate un-
der normal circumstances), we were both still hungry. It had been a 
long day and my aching body was looking forward to lying down on 
the foam z-mat laid out on some sharp rocks that had a good chance 
of puncturing Nick’s air mattress.

We had left Horne Lake the day before – quite late as I had been 
showing some new friends around the area. Driving up island we 
enjoyed the sunset sending the skyline into some amazing shades 
of pink. I drove for a little as Nick ate a small take-away burger, but 
we switched back before pulling into Big Den rest area. I had spent a 
night here on my last trip up-island, and we decided to do the same. 
Laying down in the back of the car we were soon asleep.

We slept in past our agreed wake-up time. Surely the extra 
45mins sleep would save us 45mins on the trail!? Breakfast (banana 
yoghurt for me!) and we were on our way, soon pulling into the car-
park (parking lot) for the Elk River Trail. Pack mass seemed bear-
able, but I was glad I had culled my giant jar of peanut butter and 
extra dinner. I had a lot of fresh food (2x bananas, 4x tomatoes, 2x 
capsican, 1.5x cucumber, 1x tub.of.humus, 1x block.of.cheese, etc.), 
so I was looking forward to lightening the load.

We enjoyed the “engineered trail” making good time as it 
wound its way up the valley. We soon reached a sign proclaiming 
Elkhorn. The trail led down into the river, but some bushbashing 
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downstream produced a dry crossing over a log. The river was 
braided and a second crossing followed before we reached the 
other side. Following some flagging tape through the overgrown 
river banks we soon picked up the trail that went steeply up the hill. 
We continued up for a long time, passing toilet paper plants (Nick’s 
name for them), as well as a bunch of waterfalls dropping like rib-
bons down the far side of the valley. Soon we climbed up a waterfall 
that was now merely a trickle and whilst Nick took the handline, I 
climbed up the watercourse parallel to him.

Soon we were at the saddle just below the treeline, we paused for 
a short break, but decided to push on and have lunch once the trees 
gave way to alpine and we’d have better views.

After an amazing lunch (remember – I had all that fresh veg) we 
continued up into the snowline, Elkhorn visible on the skyline. We 
headed left around the smaller peak you can see in the foreground, 
but the main way is probably to the right, up the face you can see.

After some spectacular views, we ended up scrambling up a 
gully at the top of which we found a well-trodden path that wound 
over the ridge through the emerging alpine flowers.

Soon we were at the base of Elkhorn. Which way should we go? 
Nick had done all the research for the trip. We were debating the 
west face, but I found it a little daunting… the south ridge? Maybe… 
we decided to head around to the right and check out the west gully 
and continue to the south ridge if the gully didn’t look feasible.

As we got closer, Nick grew more confident in the gully. We 
passed through a moat and began the climb. We had helmets and 
harnesses on but weren’t roped up.

The climb was supposed to reach low 5th class, but I’m not sure 
if it was actually that difficult, though the fact we were climbing with 
overnight packs definitely upped the difficulty. The main hazard was 
loose rock. We staggered our climbing, one person sheltering whilst 
the other climbed a section and was ‘clear’ before the second per-
son would follow. Many, many rocks and boulders where dislodged, 
some colliding with others and producing mini landslides. It cer-
tainly wasn’t a route that would be suitable for multiple parties.

 As we neared the top, Nick began eyeing a pillar. Climbing to-
wards it we paused at the bottom, deciding whether it was a good 
idea. There was a small window in the rock where we were standing 
and climbing the pillar was really exposed. In the end a smaller pillar 
was settled upon.
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Nick continued up a difficult climb, as he climbed slowly and 
carefully upward, I decided to try a longer, less direct but easier 
route, and then there it was: the summit. Some easy scrambling and 
we were there. We chilled on the top for about an hour, taking in 
the panoramic views, relaxing in the sun as well as the usual photo-
faffing (got to try out my new Gorillapod!).

Since we were trying to traverse the ridgeline, camping in the 
saddle between Elkhorn and Kings, we started looking for a way 
down the North Ridge. Scrambling down, and climbing through 
a vertical chimney we contoured around and reached a gully that 
dropped off quite steeply. In the end we decided to bail and look for 
another route. It was not for naught though as I got my favourite 
photo of the trip whilst Nick was scouting!

We checked out some other gullies, but in the end decided it 
would best to descend back down the gully we used to summit. Nick 
did a variation that required him to rap off a horn. This worked well 
as we weren’t in each other’s fall zone. We both rapped one of the sec-
tions, not so much because we had to, but because we had to justify 
the fact we had taken a rope and harnesses up!

As we reached the bottom of the main summit, the sun was get-
ting low on the horizon, the low angle making the mountains look 
really cool and giving the snow a pink-orange glow.

The moon was high when we reached the bivvy spot we were 
planning to spend the night. To our surprise, there was another cou-
ple already occupying it! And it was even more of a coincidence that 
they had just come from King’s Peak via the same traverse we were 
planning for tomorrow. Essentially they were doing the same trip as 
us but in reverse. We continued along the ridge to a higher knoll and 
decided it would make a good spot to spend the night.

***

The next morning we both rose from a great night’s sleep. Nick 
claimed that it was the best sleep he’d had in the backcountry.

On the West Face I could just make out the other couple halfway 
up the first face. By the time we had broken camp, it looked like they 
were taking a small break at the top.

As we reached the snow gully I put on my crampons. I went first, 
trying to enlarge the steps already in the snow from the day before. 
Nick didn’t have crampons with him, but carefully picked his way 
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down and across the slope without incident. (Once we hit the snow 
exposed to the sun the going was a little easier for him).

Soon we hit a band of rock and followed a weakness collecting 
some water on the way. It was then a fairly awkward downclimb drop-
ping down onto a snow bridge that was a little too thin for comfort. 
It held and we traversed the saddle, aiming for the gully the couple 
had pointed out to us the afternoon before. Compared to what we 
had already done, it was fairly straightforward and we were soon up 
onto the second (?) pillar. We traversed the tops and then dropped 
down a different gully from where we contoured around, moving up 
and down with a little confusion about where should start ascending 
again. But it worked out pretty well and we emerged onto the trail 
at the saddle before the last climb up to the Kings. We left our packs 
and enjoyed the weight lifted from our shoulders. Before we knew it 
we were at the summit. Another plaque and another logbook I again 
refrained from signing and some sweet views. It was cool looking 
back at Elkhorn and the route we had just traversed. It was getting 
late so we didn’t linger long before heading back down to our packs 
where the trail continued downwards.

Dropping down the ridge, we got to glissade many times. It was a 
nice way to get down and I was happy that my legs/knees had a little 
less walking to do. As the alpine waned, giving way to larger trees, we 
lost the trail for a bit. I continued down the ridge and even found a 
large cairn. But Nick’s GPS had the trail dropping down to the right 
into the valley and crossing over the creek. He even spotted the trail; 
so we backtracked deciding we’d spend more time bushbashing (aka 
bushwhacking) if we didn’t follow the established route. The gully 
down was snowy, but eventually we picked up the trail and the signs 
of others glissading before us.

Passing through a popular campsite with several fire rings, we 
reached another larger stream that disappeared beneath a covering 
of snow. It looked like the trail had eroded away here so the snow 
bridge played to our advantage and we followed the covered water 
course down, climbed up a snowy gully and picked up the trail again 
there.

Continuing down the stream we came across a number of neat 
waterfalls. This section of the creek was super pretty, the creek wind-
ing through the old growth that encroached right up to the stream 
bank.
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Nick spotted an interesting yellow fungal growth. We hadn’t re-
ally seen it before, but funnily enough, I saw it at work the following 
week. Apparently it is called ‘Slime Mould’ and it will actually move 
across the ground. You can see it noticeably move if you were to 
check on it a few times throughout a day. There were also some inter-
esting orange flowers that I later found to be called Pumpkin Lilies.

Once we passed the waterfalls, the trail had been maintained re-
ally well making walking a little easier. But considering we had made 
almost 2km elevation gain the first day we still had a lot of down to 
go, but slowly the other side of the valley came nearer and nearer.

We were happy to see the car park. Sure enough the car from 
the couple we had met was in there. If only we had done a key ex-
change… or they happened to be getting back as we arrived! We con-
tinued down the never-ending road for about a km and finally hit the 
main Hwy. Dumping packs I laid down and stretched out a bit. Nick 
would try and hitchhike back to collect the car. We were only wait-
ing about 10mins before the other couple (we found out from the 
Kings Peak log book that the guy’s name was Geoff) pulled in. They 
had organised a lift with a friend. He was nice enough to give Nick 
a ride after dropping the others off. Yay! We were hoping to make 
it to Costco but once we returned to mobile reception calculated 
that we would miss it anyway and stopped for some dinner instead. 
We reached Horne Lake just as the Staff Fun Boat Night was wrap-
ping up… it looks like it had been fun. We were back just in time for 
Nick to snag a couple of pieces of pizza!
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PRUSIKS AND PULLEYS 
Getting our asses out of crevasses

Elliott Skierszkan, with Alberto Contreras-Sanz and Julien 
Renard

Participants:  Julien Renard (Leader), Caitlin Schneider (Leader), 
Matthew Van Ootsdam, Alberto Contreras-Sanz, Andrew Cavers, 
Elliott Skierszkan

Looking for help to pull someone out from a 15-m deep cre-
vasse? We’ve got your answers! Well, some at least …

This trip was an offshoot from the VOC Glacier School 2, an in-
structional trip on glacier travel and crevasse rescue due to too many 
participants for a single group headed for Mt. Shuksan led another 
on that same weekend.

Our group was to be focusing more on what does and does 
not work when it comes to crevasse rescue, rather than an alpine 
objective.

So here we were and happy enough that the weather forecast 
seemed somewhat reasonable and we had a good crew. Caitlin 
and Julien offered to lead the party with a special focus on testing 
self-arrest, setting up anchors while under tension, and working 
on hauling systems. Julien proposed to “have people jumping into 
crevasses while roped, and then have them stopped by a second 
climber self-arresting and setting up a rescue system”. Of course, 
with both climbers backed up on a bomber anchor! Nobody seemed 
to initially object to Julien’s proposition, but Elliott expressed a bit of 
discomfort at the idea. Julien then broke the ice by saying he’ll jump 
the first five times, and that sounded more reassuring. The goal was 
to evaluate the limitations of 2-person rope teams for glacier travel, 
building on Caitlin and Julien’s experimentations from a similar trip 
last year. But also, to see how some things learnt at G1 actually do 
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not work when a load (be it human or 180 lbs of snow in a bag) falls 
into a crevasse. 

Bright and early Saturday morning and we departed for the 
Anniversary Glacier behind the very popular Keith’s Hut, off Duffey 
Lake Road. The Whistler Gran Fondo cycling race forced an early 
pickup time: 4:25 AM on Saturday to get out of the city before the 
highway was closed for the cyclists. We pictured it as good training 
for the upcoming short days of winter when VOCers are constantly 
rising before the sun to get out ski touring. The heavy packs full of 
mountaineering equipment also reminded us of the loaded winter 
packs and the joy of lightweight summer backpacking.

We started hiking at the trailhead around 8:30AM, under light 
rain, and made it to the hut in good time to have a snack in the 
warm shelter. But the warm shelter was no place for us: we were 
planning to camp at the Matier-Joffre col, almost 1,000m higher, to 
have more time to spend on the glacier. The hike up was unevent-
ful; we eventually reached the glacier and geared up to ascend to 
the col. On the way, the rain switched to snow. Julien demonstrated 
some cramponing techniques on the ascent, and also showed areas 
with snow bridges that might go unnoticed to the untrained eye. The 
wind and wet snow were also rapidly building snow bridges; it was 
easy to picture a storm like this creating treacherous conditions for 
glacier travel in early Fall!

After reaching the col and ditching our packs, we scouted the 
nearby crevasse at the head of the Anniversary Glacier, confirming 
that it was wide and deep enough for our exercises. The first thing 
we did was build bomber deadman anchors (using pickets) and then 
rappel into the crevasse to make sure there was enough space for 
“falling” climbers. Two anchors were buit in “series” with the ropes 
tied in a way that both anchors would take the load when we jumped 
in. A few mistakes were noted here, such as attaching slings directly 
onto the metal, too steep of a T, or too shallow holes without good 
undercuts.

The first drill was then to have one climber stand at the lip of 
the crevasse, tied into a second further up the glacier, with the rope 
secured on the bomber anchors we had built. The first climber would 
fall into the crevasse while the second was walking in the other di-
rection. We wondered whether the second would actually hold the 
falling climber using self arrest.
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Everyone had a go at this. Occasionally the second climber ap-
peared somewhat successful at arresting the falling first, but more 
often he would get dragged on the snow until the slack in the system 
ran out and the anchor held the fall.  The most comical incident oc-
curred when Julien was supposed to arrest a falling climber (Caitlin), 
but the latter’s pull caused Julien to flip onto his back and slide head-
first towards the crevasse, with essentially no hope for self-arrest 
(until the anchor caught him).

For those interested in the details, accounting for rope stretch 
the second climber in this exercise would have had approximately 
3m of space to attempt self-arrest before the anchor took the load 
(we did not want too much slack in the system, as there was indeed 
a real human on the end of the rope!).   In a 2-person rope team, 
there would probably be a longer distance to try and self-arrest, and 
more friction if knots were tied into the rope at regular intervals 
between the two climbers. But in any case, our lacklustre self-arrest 
success rate (in pretty good snow conditions for self arrest, and with-
out heavy packs) was not encouraging! We all got reminded of the 
importance of good self-arresting technique. In future practices, it 
would be interesting to try with heavy packs, or with skis. Or indeed, 
on a slope, with perhaps the middle climber falling in.

Julien examines our crevasse. Photo credit: Matthew Van Ootsdam.
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After some time spent in the sleet and wind at the col, we got 
cold and were running out of daylight, so we retreated to our packs 
and set up camp on the snow, sheltered somewhat from the howling 
wind by the rock bank above. We were all soaked and the drizzle 
continued; this caused minimal socializing to happen in the evening. 
Dinner, eat, put up the tent, and go to bed. We definitely were not 
expecting the conditions we encountered, and more than one of us 
had packed too light. We were drenched to the bones. Alberto had 
no dry spare clothes to put on, so eventually decided to change into 
the clothes he was born in, which seemed to stop the shivering. 

Next morning, it was “breakfast in bed” as that was the warmest 
place available, and it delayed the prospect of donning again our wet 
socks, boots, gloves and jackets. At least the rain had stopped.

On Day 2, our main objectives were to work on hauling sys-
tems. We began by rappelling into the crevasses and testing out our 
self-rescue systems. Generally, we learned that prussiks work most 
of the time, but are slow and annoying to deal with; a Petzl micro-
traxion device used as an ascender is much better! Because the rope 
ends up completely entrenched in the snow and makes it impossible 
to slide prussiks or microtraction devices up the rope while under 
tension, upon arriving at the lip of the crevasse (where the rope is 
entrenched), it is necessary to solo out of it using crampons and an 
ice axe. Without crampons and an ice axe, there is no getting out on 
prussiks/microtractions without outside help! Another learnt tip – 
tie your ice axes to your harness in a way that you can still self-arrest 
but with no chances of losing it on a fall.

Next we tried to repeat yesterday’s exercise of self-arresting to 
stop a falling climber, and then build single-handedly an anchor, and 
a hauling system, to rescue the fallen climber on a 2-person rope 
team. We learned that ice screws actually worked reasonably well as 
a first and fast anchor in late-summer snow conditions (so we would 
in the future carry one with that purpose in mind). With crampons 
on, we found it not too difficult to build the anchor, free ourselves 
and set up a hauling system. Without getting into details, problems 
arose when people loaded the fallen climber using a prussik on the 
wrong side of the rope (i.e. between the anchor and them, rather 
than below them) or when there was no rope available above the 
anchor to set up a hauling system.

Also, another mistake was to tie yourself to the provisional ice 
screw anchor – essentially becoming part of the anchor and unable 
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to escape it. You should tie the anchors to the prussiks, or the figure 
eight/alpine butterfly, but never to the harness. Some of these prob-
lems could be remedied (in a very time-consuming manner) with 
lots of pulleys and prussiks. My group learnt that a 3:1 set up without 
actual pulleys is nearly impossible to haul, both due to excessive fric-
tion, and the rope entrenching into the lip of the crevasse. We also 
noticed that prussik-minding pulleys don’t work very well and you 
almost certainly need someone mind the prussik – apparently they 

are intended to be used with french prussiks, but these sometimes 
fail at biting the rope. 

Only Elliott (~180 lbs, of mostly muscle) managed to single-
handedly haul Matthew out (~160 lbs) on a 3:1 pulley system 
with pulleys and microtraxion, with him doing minimal helping 
while hanging of the rope in the crevasse. This was under all ideal 

Caitlin tries to self-rescue using the Rescyou system. Photo credit: Julien 
Renard.
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conditions though … we wouldn’t count on that happening most of 
the time.

Lessons to take home: first protect the crevasse lip with an ice 
axe (don’t forget to build its own deadman so that you don’t acci-
dentally loose it), or backpack. Second, actual pulleys instead of just 
‘biners. Third, microtraxion avoids having an extra pulley/prussik 
and makes life easier. A 5:1 system, although good on paper, would 
create too much friction and with the dynamic rope stretch, would 
be ultimately useless. In these circumstances, a 3-person team would 
have real difficulties pulling someone out who is unable to help. 
Being a 2-person team would have made it even worse.

Julien and Caitlin also demonstrated their Mammut Rescyou self-
rescue system, a crafty 7:1 built-in hauling system that they can use 
for self rescue on 2-person rope teams both as a rescuer and rescuee. 
Seemed like a sure-fire piece of gear to acquire if that sort of travel is 
used, as all other systems just seemed too unlikely to work.

The real learning step came at the very end: Julien had brought 
up a mesh bag to fill with snow to use as a load for testing crevasse-
rescue systems. We had filled it with perhaps 150-180 lbs of snow 
and were using it to practice. At the very end of the day, we now 
wanted to pull it out of the crevasse to head down. In fact, to pull 
it out, it took five of us hauling on a 2:1 pulley system and Caitlin 
or Julien down at the lip of the crevasse to re-orient the bag a little 
way out from the crevasse’s overhanging bulge. This happened with 
much effort and thought, and perhaps half and hours’ time. It was a 
sobering prospect for how difficult it would be to get a person out of 
a crevasse if they are totally unable to assist (e.g. being unconscious). 
It turns out that if a fallen climber is able to aid her rescuers ever so 
slightly by taking steps up the vertical crevasse wall during the haul-
ing, it makes the job much, much easier. The 7:1 Rescyou would have 
also made a huge difference.

A few other things we learned:
1) Don’t go mountaineering with mittens. It would be like doing 

some face climbing with boxing gloves. 
2) If the lip is not too icy, the rope digs in and makes a huge 

difference regarding the impact forces felt while trying to self-arrest. 
Although we didn’t try it, we are quite sure that if we had placed 
knots on the rope, they would have been enough to stop the fall ---> 
Provided that you don’t need to place pickets or pro as you go (do a 
running belay), put knots between people on a rope team. 
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3) When you are suddenly pulled backward and try to self-arrest, 
Murphy’s law can kill you. In a few instances, people’s legs got caught 
by the rope, which prevented them from effectively use them to self-
arrest. In another instance (one that is quite likely if you are wearing 
crampons), the rope pulled Julien’s waist back before he had time to 
kick his legs backward. As a result, he started to bum-slide backward, 
still pulled by the rope, unable to get in self-arrest position. 

4) Self-rescue: Getting out by yourself is difficult, never grace-
ful and requires you to solo (i.e. not take the slack out of the sys-
tem) the last couple meters or so when going over the lip of the 
crevasse. Prussiks simply don’t work when the rope is tight against 
the crevasse walls or dug into the lip (micro-traxion pulleys used as 
an ascender do work to some extent). You want to keep your waist 
prussik/micro-traxion sling very short to minimize difficulties when 
you reach an overhang or the lip. 

5) One long ice screw in hard-packed snow is the fastest protec-
tion you can place while in self-arrest and they can hold your part-
ners weight. 

6) When you are building an anchor while in self-arrest, do not 
clip your anchor to your belay loop (clip it to your figure-eight or 
prussik, or whatever else connects you to the rope). If you do, it will 
be very difficult to escape the system. 

7) The prussik/biner or prussik/pulley combos that you learn at 
G1 when setting up a hauling system do not work without someone 
to take care of the prussik knot. It is not a functional system for two-
person rope teams (micro-traxions work though). 

With that, we were out of time and had to pack out. The hike out 
was uneventful. We ate the plentiful huckleberries and blueberries 
and made haste to the cars, getting there just before dark and bracing 
for the long drive home, with everyone getting home pretty late and 
tired after a very cold but very informative weekend.

Special thanks to Caitlin and to Julien for taking us up and 
sharing much of their knowledge with us. Everyone learned a lot 
from this trip and will make good use of the new skills. In general, 
we came out from this weekend’s drills definitely more aware that 
hauling systems have a lot of limitations and that a crevasse fall is 
by all means not a good thing. Under the best of conditions, self-
rescue would work, but ideal conditions are not usually how things 
wind up. It was also really cool (no pun intended) to spend so much 
time in a crevasse 15-20 m deep, but also pretty scary to imagine the 
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consequences of a fall into such a chasm. The skills learnt at other 
glacier instructional trips have to be practiced and refreshed, as they 
don’t always work as intended. We’d recommend anyone venturing 
out onto glaciers to first spend a little time exploring their crevasses, 
to gain a bit more awareness of what lies beneath and what are the 
risks of a fall (especially if unroped!)

The crew. L-R: Andrew, Elliott, Alberto, Caitlin, Matthew. Photo credit: Julien 
Renard.
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This is the story of the time I fell 10m, ripped all 3 pieces of gear, 
and caught myself on an Arbutus tree at my belayer’s feet over a 20m 
drop. Lesson of the day: limestone is not granite; it does not hold 
gear like granite; don’t climb limestone like it’s granite.

August 6th, 2017

Horne Lake is a pretty phenomenal place, known for its beauti-
ful, overhanging, bolt-protected limestone climbing routes. World-
class sport routes — where’s the fun in that? After we finished work 
one evening, Felix Ossig-Bonano, Spencer Ranson, and I decided to 
bushwhack up to a new cliff to do some exploratory climbing. The 
route looked pretty dirty, but there was an alluring, gently overhung 
dihedral about 35m up, which was enough to convince us to give it a 
shot. The first 22m pitch was pretty easy, but the abundance of loose 
blocks held in by grass and  dirt called for some careful climbing 
(downwards forces only) for fear of sending microwave sized blocks 
down on the belayer. The climbing here was an omen of what could 
be found higher up.

The dihedral on the lower portion of the second pitch was fun 
and challenging, with a lot of stemming and balancey moves on chert 
bands. It took gear ok, not great, but ok. Beyond this I was unfortu-
nately met with some more climbing up grassy, dirty blocks, which 
were definitely not trustworthy for protection of any sort. Around 
this time the sun had just begun to hit the horizon, and of course, 
my headlamp was in my pack at the base of the climb. Classic. This 
added a sense of urgency as I hauled up the last 10m of the climb, 
raining dirt and moss down onto Spencer and Felix below. After a 

A HARD LESSON ABOUT 
SOFT ROCK

Nick Hindley
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solid 15m runout, I crested over the edge of the cliff. Losing sunlight, 
I needed to start descending fast but there was absolutely nothing 
here solid enough to rappel off, so I had to scramble up another 15m 
to reach an Arbutus tree to throw the rope around. I started to rap, 
but there was no way I’d have enough rope to make it all the way 
back down to the belay ledge.  At this point it was dark. I built a gear 
anchor halfway down the cliff using the residual light from Spencer’s 
headlamp below, and set up another rap to get back down to the 
belay ledge. I left 3 cams, because safety, which would have to wait 
there until we could come back for them.

August 11th, 2017

Spencer and I returned in the evening a few days later for the 
gear rescue mission. The upper portion of the route was too rotten 
to be climbed again trailing an extra rope for a double rope rap, so 
I had the excellent idea to climb up to the gear, then down-climb 
and clean as I went. I made it up to the gear, cleaned it, then started 
trying to reverse the moves I had made on the way up — turns out 
down-climbing (~5.9 on questionable rock) is easier said than done. 
I made it a few metres down before reaching an especially tricky 
move, which I hadn’t placed any pro on, of course. I wanted to try 
and aid down through this section, but all I could find for gear was 
a tiny pocket, large enough for a #1 nut (you know, the one that’s 
smaller than your pinky fingernail). Being a Squamish climber, I 
was used to gear placements in granite that you could hang a house 
on, so figured this little guy would have no problem holding me. I 
weighted the piece and removed the gear above. 

*PING*. Ledge, bushes, hanging on to an Arbutus tree with my 
feet  dangling 20m over the dark forest floor. That’s all that really 
registered from the two seconds that followed. So it turns out that 
limestone doesn’t hold gear quite as well as granite does — the #1 
nut blew out, and the #3 and .3 cams below both ripped. I slammed 
onto the ledge 5m below, then tumbled down another 5m through 
steep, thorny bushes until the small belay ledge. I somehow, subcon-
sciously, managed to wrap and arm around a tree trunk and catch 
myself from plummeting another 20m and taking a near factor 2 fall 
onto the final remaining piece of protection in the system, Spencer’s 
sling wrapped around the trunk of a twisted arbutus tree.

I hung there for a few seconds in shock as my brain tried to piece 
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together where I was, and why my shoulder hurt, and why there was 
no ground under my feet. Spencer and I exchanged a few exclama-
tions of disbelief and some stupid comments that I had found the 
fastest way to clean the route, before I clambered back up onto the 
belay ledge.  I was pretty rattled; got a nice rope-burn curving from 
chin to cheekbone on the right side of my face, a handful of scrapes 
and cuts, and popped my right shoulder out, which is a small price 
to pay for narrowly avoiding a factor 2 over the cliff side. Realistically 
I think  it couldn’t have gone much better for that situation; once 
things went bad, they went well. So that’s good.

All in all, I got pretty lucky that I was able to walk away from the 
event, albeit covered in dirt and blood, without any serious injuries. 
Definitely learnt a geology lesson the hard way, and received a not 
so gentle reminder that maybe I should place more than 3 pieces in 
10 meters :-)

I had a couple of 4-hour cave tours the next day, but spared cli-
ents the details so they wouldn’t get too nervous when I was rigging 
their rappels…

I fell from just about where I can be seen in this photo, taken on the initial day 
of the climb. 
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COUSIN OF CAVE, AKA 
FAFF-FEST 2017

Summer Ash, Tanner Dobson, George Hill, and Alastair 
White

Participants: Nick Hindley, Tanner Dobson, Heather Filyk, George 
Hill, Kelsey Miller, Alastair White, Summer Ash, Aaron Yeung, 
Weiting Hsieh, Harlin Brandvold. Non-VOC participants: Felix 
Ossig-Bonanno, Alex Thexton, Ryan Edwards.
 
Day 1  by George Hill

Two full cars made it onto the 8:30am ferry. Almost. Well, one 
car did. The other car by 8:30am was still waiting to get on the ferry. 
George was worried for a moment when calling Nick to figure out 
where exactly they were and Nick responded with “we are six cars 
from the front of the line up”. Not to worry though, apparently there 
was a medical emergency on the ferry which delayed the ferry from 
casting off. Hopefully whoever the patient was got the help they 
needed. It was a stormy day out on the water. The captain warned the 
ship might roll more than normal. And that there might be whales. 
But maybe that was just a decoy to make those who don’t like boats 
slightly less uncomfortable. The ride was indeed wavy and there were 
a few times where the list of the boat could certainly throw you off 
your feet. We spent our time on the boat watching waves and looking 
at the gear for sale on the Grandwall website. At Nanaimo we met up 
with Alex and Ryan at the local Walmart. The plan from there was 
to meet up at the Port Alberni Walmart but Nick and Tanner got 
distracted resulting in both Tanner and Harlin, who was following 
Tanner and assuming he knew where he was going, missing the exit 
by 25km. Then Nick’s car stopped at Cathedral Grove for a bathroom 
break while Harlin’s car continued on to the Walmart. The next hour 
was spent faffing in Walmart, No Frills, the liquor store and the gas 
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station. There was so much time we had time to start writing this 
journal article. Tanner and Nick also picked up a pumpkin to bring 
along for the ride which we later named Gertrude. By 1pm we were 
back on the road, heading to Tofino. And by 1:15 we were pulling 
off to another gas station resulting in a combination of anguish and 
laughter from Harlin’s car that after we filled up not 15min earlier, 
the other car was now going to fill up. Our cynicism was unfounded 
however; this particular gas station was where we joined up with 
Felix!

Cave #1: Old Crone by Tanner Dobson

The first cave was a super rad introductory cave. After around 
45 minutes of exploration, we finally made it to the bottom where of 
course the resident ogre lives (this particular cave’s troll was named 
Ralph). As is tradition, we got to ask it for 3 wishes which it is obliged 
to grant. We first asked for it to stop raining, which it decidedly did 
not grant; it actually persisted the entire rest of the day and most of 
the next, much to our chagrin. Next, we requested that we should 
not have any vehicles get stuck, which also proved not to happen, 
on account of Harlin’s Squeak Jeep and Alex’s The Pathfinder both 
wouldn’t quit getting stuck, leaving the champion, Tanner’s Special 

Cousin of Cave participants.
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Agent Jack Bauer, the only vehicle which did not succumb to stuck-
age. After asking for our 3 wishes, Tanner presented his protective 
cave troll protection amulet such that they did not have to spare 
Summer as a sacrifice, a long-known and well-established cave tradi-
tion. The parties said their goodbyes and we continued on our way, 
being sure to avoid any calcite formations that we happened upon 
(Or was it “always touch the calcite”? I forget). When we exited the 
cave, we noticed it was still raining. We cursed Ralph’s name for not 
granting our wishes and cracked a beer or five to make ourselves feel 
better.

 
Dead Car No. 1: Saved by Off-Road Golf Carts

After successfully making our way, in the most faffy possible 
fashion, back along the first water-bar marred track with all 4×4s in-
tact, we began to think that maybe Ralph the cave ogre had decided 
to cease being a twat and grant us our second wish. Alas, on nothing 
but the first waterbar of the next ‘road’, the majestic Squeak Jeep suc-
cumbed to the mighty torrents and became stuck in the tiny stream, 
tow bar wedged and immobile. To this, the only logical course of 
action in Nick’s mind was to crack yet another beer and trudge down 
to spectate. Slowly the group congregated, some offering assistance, 
others not, others resorting to playing chicken on a nearby fallen log. 
After a couple of earnest attempts to dislodge the poor jeep, and a few 
slightly more half-hearted ones, we were fortunate enough to appear 
in such distress that passing by humans in off-road golf carts (also 
known as quads; the motorbikes, not cavers’ quadriceps, although 
those are great too) decided to investigate the ruckus. Fortunately 
they were well equipped with a winch system which was quickly set 
up. The Squeak Jeep was saved and Harlin emerged victorious after 
sitting morbidly in his pinned vehicle for most of the faffing process. 
In his defense, it was raining far too much for any of us to be truly 
overjoyed at not sitting in a warm, dry vehicle. At Tanner’s car, we 
argued whether our saviours should be thanked with one, two or 
none of the precious beersies. We decided not to be total cretins (un-
like Ralph) and gift them two entire beers! The Squeak Jeep was soon 
parked on the main road and Special Agent Jack Bauer was assigned 
ferrying duties of gear to campsite. The campsite being a space about 
one car width wide at the the side of the track.
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Party Tenting and “The Faffenning”

It was decided that when setting up the campsite we should en-
sure that there was at least a quads width of room to pass beside the 
tents (again the motorbike; there wouldn’t be enough room to allow 
a cavers’ quad width). Therefore, much effort was exerted attempting 
to keep the tents and tarps covering no more than half the road. 
This induced a solid 11 hours of tarp and tent erection faff (keep 
your minds out of the gutter) after which everybody was frankly 
too knackered to bother trudging off into the gloomy, moist night 
in search of dark abysses in which to descend. Seriously though, the 
tarps were the most ridiculous part of this trip.

They were set up about three different ways using humans as 
support props for most of the time, in an endeavor to keep the road 
clear, before we finally gave up giving a damn about the quads and 
took over the entire area. Due to the torrential rain (thanks Ralph) 
the aptly named Party Tent became sodden and it was only due to 
the great company and inherent absurdity of the situation that we 
were able to remain in good spirits. George provided slightly above 
average riddle banter resulting in most of us feeling pretty inad-
equate in the brains department. Turns out a blind man being served 
the remains of his deceased wife in the form of ‘albatross soup’ can 
induce suicide. Okay, enough melancholy for one paragraph. The 
remainder of the night was spent drinking, bantering and making an 
effort to not plant oneself in one of the many wet patches on the tent 
floor. The contents of Summer’s Jägermeister was also passed around 
the circle and promptly emptied (Thanks, guys!).

 
Cave #2: Ho Hu

After finally leaving camp following a further 15 hours of morn-
ing faff (we woke up at 7 with the expectation of leaving camp at 8, 
who were we kidding), we finally started making trail on the way up 
to Ho Hu. It was a decent 40-odd minute hike which Alex and Ryan 
decided on ditching out on in favour of driving the The Pathfinder 
through the overgrowth and further waterbars. This ended up being 
a great decision, as the remainder of us continued to either faff on 
the way up or have impaired pace due to wetsuits and swamp-butts. 
All were reunited at the mouth of Ho Hu cave, which appeared from 
above to be a small 1x2 m opening in the ground – easy to miss if 
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one were not intent on finding it. Despite it being a solid 40 ft drop 
to certain death, Nick decided to haul himself from one side to the 
other, twice. Caving – where safety comes third. After further faff, 
we all rappelled into the depths of Ho Hu and our adventures began. 
Party room number one was stumbled upon, requiring a 3 metre 
downclimb to enter. Only the most brave and expert climbers were 
able to descend (just kidding, but a couple definitely needed a help-
ing hand getting down). The rest of the cave was uneventful other 
than finding the remains of a deer who had not been searching for 
the cave as we had and fallen to their death. We also found a bunch 
of soda straws in the party room which were very cool and probably 
the one thing we actually should be writing about but aren’t really. 
Ascending out of the cave proved to be the most difficult thing I have 
done with my body to date. I would like to apologize for the time de-
lay and also for the massive falling rock which almost took out Alex.

 
Dead Car No.2: Crevasse Rescue Training is actually for 
Vehicles! by Alastair White

At this point we were a good few kilometers past the deactiva-
tion trenches that had been dug across the road, and which so suc-
cessfully stopped Harlin and the Squeak Jeep the night before, so the 
road was getting pretty overgrown. It was grassy and it was muddy, 
in pretty equal parts. Alex, driving his indomitable Pathfinder, had 
made it through countless tank trap trenches left by the deactivation 
of the road and it seemed like it was smooth sailing at this point. The 
trenches and water bars were all behind us, so what could possibly go 
wrong? I still don’t know quite how it happened, but one moment the 
Pathfinder was quite definitely on the road, and the next it quite defi-
nitely wasn’t. There was the sound of spinning tires, an odd diagonal 
slide, and Alex’s trusty Pathfinder was angled quite steeply off the 
edge of the road, snagged in some fallen logs and stumps preventing 
it from careening down the slope. Only one of the rear tires was still 
entirely on the road. The other was teetering on the edge, and both 
front tires were well and truly in the woods. Alex, as calm and casual 
as ever, got out and said, “Well, I guess we need to pull it out”. …
Good thing we were packing 100m of 11mm static and more rescue 
gear than you could ever imagine.

I’ve occasionally wondered just how strong climbing gear really 
is, like, can that tiny little rescue pulley or that little carabiner really 
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hold me? Turns out that little rescue pulley and that biner can haul 
a car back onto the road, so I am not too concerned about them 
holding my weight anymore. We set up a trusty z-pulley system, just 
like in G1, anchored off a giant tree and attached to the Pathfinder’s 
hitch, and then beefed up that 3-1 z-pulley system to turn it into a 
6-1 pulley system. We then got all twelve of us (Alex, the thirteenth, 
had to be in the car at this point) to haul on the rope. A prussik 
slipped with a terrifying jolt. Further inspection showed that the 
friction generated by the prussik slipping a foot down the rope 
melted the prussik cord to the core. We did a quick restructuring of 
the haul system, and tried again. With surprising ease the car came 
back over the embankment and onto the road, ready to tackle more 
clearly impassable roads, and far from finished with the abuse we 
heaped upon it this weekend.

 

Cave #3: Blak T

The biggest and perhaps bestest cave of the trip. I’m gonna try 
to keep it brief. Super rad entry like wow (see attached photo) and 
awesome calcite and soda straws through the whole thing! We didn’t 
have as much time as we would have liked in this cave due to car faff 
and Summer’s ascending faff but the time we did have was epic. We 

One moment the Pathfinder was quite definitely on the road, and the next it 
quite definitely wasn’t.
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made it to an underground waterfall and sat, perched, above it to 
do a lights out which was super amazing and relaxing. Don’t have 
many words for that and frankly just kind of want this report to be 
finished – it’s way too long.

 Fast forward to exiting the cave and getting back to Alex’s car 
where the 13 of us all squeezed onto the sides of The Pathfinder for 
the journey back to base camp. This is another time where it became 
evident that safety comes third. It was a very adventurous ride with 
a few too many close calls of people almost being swiped from the 
sides. Felix also decided that the roof would be a great place for the 
ride and at one point had to leap off to avoid being completely de-
molished by a low hanging branch.

 
Ferry Home: Gertrude’s demise 

Safely back at the cars parked on the main road, we all began the 
long and tedious process of removing sodden cave gear and repack-
ing cars. Faff continued. Gertrude finally met her untimely end and 
was smashed to pieces with the help of rubber boots which proved 
to be almost useless at protecting toes from pumpkin impacts. The 
remainder of the trip was spent drinking beers on the way to the 
ferry and attempting to hide passengers from the ferry officers so 
that we could employ a student budget for the trip. All in all it was 
one hell of a time filled with many memories and laughs.

Calcite formations in Blak T Cave.
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BLACKCOMB PEAK
A Remedy for the Wimp

Joane Elleouet

Arran and I have felt deceived many times by alpine climbing 
books. In New Zealand, we’ve been defeated, not even halfway up, by 
dark, imposing mountains that are supposed to be “an easy, straight-
forward scramble”. In Leavenworth, we have been spooked off 5.8 
multipitch trad routes, and challenged by 5.6’s. In the Tantalus, we 
never passed the glacier of Alpha Mountain (although part of this 
failure can be attributed to an unfortunate alarm clock incident). 
Being both moderate climbers and plenty experienced with moun-
tain adventures, when it comes to the idea of combining the two, we 
must admit, we are chickens.

So yes, every time we look at a climbing guidebook, we first as-
sess it suspiciously from across the room, and when we finally dare 
approaching it, touching it, and opening it, we hesitate. What dan-
gers, wrong tracks, cruxes, crouching gargoyles and witches does the 
usual “climb the west face and descend on the other side” kind of 
description actually really involve?

As we were squinting at the Alpine Select in the distance, Arran 
had a brilliant idea.  “Why don’t we just start at the bottom?” OK. We 
open the book. Blackcomb peak, “low 5th”, supposed to be one of the 
easiest alpine ascents of the entire book.

We start hiking on a sunny afternoon from the top of the Solar 
Coaster chairlift towards Blackcomb Lake, passing enthusiastic pods 
of Japanese walkers and fat marmots lazing in the sun. Because of 
our state of mind described above, we had decided to leave more 
time for the adventure than the chairlift operation schedule would 
provide, opting for an afternoon-to-evening climb and a night at the 
lake, to take the first lifts down at 10am the next morning.

A 30 minutes’ walk and we are at the lake. We dump our extra 
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equipment behind a rock (yet ignorant of marmots’ soft spot for po-
lar fleece) and start scrambling straight up onto moderately pleasant 
loose rocks and talus slopes. In one hour, we are at the base of the 
climb.

There are three obvious spurs there, the rightmost one shoulder-
ing the famous DOA couloir. We know from past blogposts that the 
three of them go, and we decide to climb the middle one.

Wow, the climbing is really fun! not much exposure and a mix 
of solid and sneaky loose rocks.There is not much route finding to 
ponder on: stay on the arête, and climb on. No obvious difficulty 
either: it is (surprisingly) as described in the book: a low-5th climb. 
The breakdown of pitches falls naturally, as the arête is made of suc-
cessive spires. We find ourselves just below the easy-to-walk-to sum-
mit in 4 pitches and 2 hours. As we munch on our snacks in awe of 
the lakes below the Decker Glacier, we give each other a look: Was 
that it?

We walk back to the lake via the Blackcomb-Disease ridge col, 
navigating through lost ski gear in the sunset light, and are welcomed 
by armies of fierce mosquitoes following us everywhere including 
into the lake. The fat marmot is watching.

We are cured! We want to do more! We know, of course, that 
our future alpine climbing trips will sometimes involve unfortunate 
incidents, type-2 fun, and miserable retreats, but what we also know 
now, is that it can be as simple as this: a fun, relaxed evening in the 
mountains.

Photo credit: Joane Elleouet.
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LOOPER CREEK CANYON
Felix Ossig-Bonano

Participants: Nick Hindley, Natan Villarreal, Felix Ossig-Bonano

It was my first day off and Nick had organised to meet up 
with his friend Natan. We were off to do our second canyon on 
the island: Looper Creek. I was pretty excited about this one as 
we had quickly looked down into the canyon from the bridge 
that crosses it when we were last in the area a couple of weeks 
ago to do the Carmanah River. From the top, it looked very im-
pressive, certainly the best slot canyon I had seen in Canada! 
We again took two cars to Port Alberni and car pooled from there, 
meeting Natan in the tiny town of Nitnat next to the brilliant blue 
lake that goes by the same name. From there, it was only a short 
drive to where we would park.

Chris Hood has written a wonderful trip description on the 
Canyoneering Northwest webpage and we followed his description 
to approach the canyon; note that the access road has been renamed 
from Looper Main. The sign with the old name could be seen a little 
further back. Anyway, we followed the road that follows the north 
side of the creek for about 2km where we reached a pull-out and 
dropped down into the creek.

Enduring a bit of bush bashing and some down-climbing in a 
small gully we reached the creek, and geared up. We weren’t carry-
ing much gear, in fact I think I was the only one with a pack which 
contained a short length of rope. I was sceptical about the pitch and 
was wearing my Aspiring caving belt as a harness.

“The stream is relatively small by late summer, but traverses a 
wide, wonderfully lush path through overhanging BLM, alder, and 
spire-like WRC. The channel is broad and open, floored with gravels, 
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boulders and the bubbling stream that flows over multicoloured 
limestone outcrops. Little pools punctuate the course as mossy lime-
stone walls develop on both sides, with maidenhair fern, sword fern, 
mosses, and liverworts growing out of moist crevices in a riot of em-
erald. The pools expand as the limestone becomes more abundant 
in the streambed, and gorgeous cascades appear, along with the first 
full pool requiring a swim. The canyon begins to form as the valley 
bottom entrenches and deep wades become more frequent”. It was 
pretty hot, so we were soon swimming and jumping in even where 
we could have easily passed around the pools.

We had some short constrictions, but the canyon never got very 
narrow before widening out again. After passing the West fork the 
canyon became more of a slot; the walls becoming much taller. 

The canyon soon deepened with a series of cascading falls, the 
water becoming more noticeably blue. We arrived at a bend in the 
river, a large mouth of limestone had been created on the right. We 
had prepared for the inevitable caves in the canyon walls and soon 

Photo credit: Felix Ossig-Bonano.
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had climbed up to the opening with our headlamps at the ready. 
Sure enough, there was a small opening that continued into the 
wall. Crawling in, Natan and I squeezed in trying especially hard 
not to damage the wetsuits – esp. the one that I was borrowing! It 
opened up into a small room before you could see the passage drop 
down further through a narrow rift. It might have been passable, 
but deciding I’d probably shred the wetsuit, I opted not to continue. 
Another cave, this one on the left, was also explored. It had some 
small speleothems decorating the walls as well as some nice cave 
glitter.

The final section of the canyon was the most impressive, this is the 
part the road crosses and most people will hike up from the bottom. The 
walls became steeper, it was narrower and the water became really cold. 
A network of small caves had been sculpted in one of the canyon walls. 
We spent some time enjoying the atmosphere, looking up and imag-
ining ourselves abseiling/rappelling down from the road. We men-
tally went over how much rope we had, but decided we were a little 
short.

Soon we continued downstream a little further where the can-
yon opened up and an obvious trail wound its way up the right bank. 
Taking off our canyon clothes we headed up to the awaiting car. 
Many small handlines getting more in the way rather than being a 
help. Pleased with the day, we headed back to Port where we parted 
ways.

Photo credit: Felix Ossig-Bonano.
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SHREKING IT UP THE EAST 
RIDGE OF MOUNT MATIER

Heather Filyk

Participants: Joe O’Brien (Shrek), Martin Cermak (Donkey), and 
Heather Filyk (Fiona)

Joe led our research and map development team. He scoped out 
a unique approach and after consultation we were convinced that it 
should go. Heather and Joe reached the destination by vehicle, fueled 
by premium gas. Martin reached the destination in style--a lengthy 
multi-day bike-pack from Surrey to Lillooet Lake on logging roads 
and then even more biking up the final logging road.

At the end of this road were bushy cut blocks and we scoped 
out the best place to bushwhack. To our excitement, we saw a steep 
berry-bushed area with a boulder field at the top. Perfect! It was time 
to start shreking it; Shrek, Fiona, and Donkey hoofed it up. (Shrek 
was a major theme of our expedition). The bushwhack was relatively 
short, mostly clawing up a 37 degree slope, but the boulder field was 
relatively long and strenuous.

We reached Twin One Lake where we made camp and stared into 
the stars as we drifted off, excited for our alpine start. At first light 
we were at our destination, the East Ridge of Matier. We ascended 
the broad ridge, looking to the intimidating steep rocky sections that 
lay ahead. With careful route finding most of the ridge turned out 
to be fourth class scrambling with some sections of great exposure. 
There were some snow slopes and we used them as opportunities to 
gain experience with belays and pitched them out; confident snow-
walkers could cross without a belay. There were about two pitches 
of low-5th fun and a mandatory rappel to get off the ridge; it will be 
obvious as there is some rap-tat around heavy boulders. We were 
much slower than hoped and we had jobs to go back to so we could 
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not summit Matier itself, but we were proud to have Shreked our 
way up, around, and down the East Ridge. I will definitely be back to 
summit Matier!

After quick jaunt down the glacier, we headed back over the 
ridge, and another ridge, and a third ridge, each of them steep and 
full of dense short trees. We quickly packed up camp. Donkey had 
no headlamp and we had to move quick from there as the sun was 
about to set. We encountered more arduous bushwhacking than be-
fore, due to glacier melt flooding the easier terrain, which slowed 
our progress. We were at the talus field by dark, with Donkey plod-
ding along. A very dark bushwhack (mostly sliding down the hill 
while grabbing at dirt and trees) ensued. We were back to the car 
for another starry sleep, but exhausted after our 19 hour excursion. 
Donkey exclaimed, “Why do I go mountaineering! My feet are done, 
I am going to burn these boots!” Legend has it, after he biked back 
to Vancouver via the Sea to Sky trail, he summited Mount Wedge a 
couple weeks later, in the same boots. Like myself, I bet he will be 
back to summit Mount Matier very soon.

Donkey (Martin Cermak) climbing on the East Ridge with Twin One Gla-
cier below. Photo credit: Heather Filyk.
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PEDALS AND 
PADDLES

Julie Van de Valk on the Dempster Highway. 

Merry VOCers kayak in Indian Arm. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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Sea kayaking to a historic Haida Village, 2017. Photo credit: Roseanna Gamlen-Greene.

Ilya Capralov crosses a tributary of Rainy River in search of a new route to Squamish. 
Photo credit: Lukas Schreiber.
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SKIS AND BIKES: SELF 
PROPELLED SURRY-TO-MT. 

BAKER SKI ASCENT
May 20-22, 2017

Elliott Skierszkan

About a month before this trip happened, ideas involving a 
Victoria Day long weekend ski traverse began floating around. 
However, leading up to the weekend, the predicted temperatures 
were going through the roof, creating concerns about the possibility 
for a big spring avalanche cycle. We also all seemed too busy (Coffee 
Table Book, anyone?) to invest serious time in trip planning, which 
didn’t help our case.

Come Friday morning, still with no firm plan, I pitched the idea 
of a self-propelled ski trip to Mt. Baker. The  rationale was that we 
would have fun cycling regardless of what sort of funny business 
avalanches would be up to, and we would still get a dose of spring 
ski-touring on the relatively low-angled glaciers below Mt. Baker. 
The main objective was just to cycle there, and get some turns in; the 
summit was not in our plans given our concerns about the warming 
temperatures and the mountain’s steeper upper slopes.

Martin Cermak and I have bonded over memories of bike-
touring trips, and we also regularly lament our society’s reliance on 
automobiles, so I wasn’t surprised when he took the bait he jumped 
on the ‘bike-n-ski’  bandwagon. On the other hand, Mirko Moeller 
required a bit more convincing to join the bike parade.  He had res-
ervations about his cycling ability, and also wanted reassurance that 
we were not dead-set on peak-bagging. After a bit of reassurance 
from me about our trip objectives (have fun / cycle / do some turns 
/ consider the summit only if we like the conditions and are feeling 
good) and he was convinced. With the planning sorted out, the stage 
was set for some serious bike-n-skiing.

We had to drive to Martin’s house in Surrey on Saturday morning 
because he needed to borrow a bicycle from me, and I had not found 



298

VOC Journal 60, 2018

a solution for delivering two bicycles to Surrey on my own, without 
the use of a car. At Martin’s house, it took us about an hour to rig 
up our bikes with all of our camping, skiing and glacier gear. Mirko 
remained skeptical about the viability of the bicycle approach, and 
stared me incredulously when I offered him some ‘chammy’ cream 
to make for a smoother ride (“is this a joke?” he asked). Finally, we 
started cycling from Surrey around 8:30 AM.

The next couple of hours were spent fending off hogs (the mo-
torized version) and rigs barrelling past us on Fraser Highway in 
the hinterlands of Surrey-Langley suburbia. This is the most direct 
route to Mt. Baker and has a wide shoulder for cycling, but comes 
at the expense of noise, fumes, traffic lights, and a mix of scenery 
consisting mostly of car shops and three story-high car-wash facili-
ties. The Land of the Motor. Eventually we split off on side roads in 
the countryside -- much better -- and crossed into Washington State. 

A brief stop for groceries at the IGA in Sumas was required, as 
fresh fruit and dairy aren’t allowed across the border. This was less 
than ideal considering bad exchange rates had driven the IGA out 
of business just that week, thus the store shelves were reduced to 
a handful of packaged goods. At least it made our grocery selec-
tion easy (you take what you can find), and we readied to leave the 
flatlands of the Fraser Valley and begin climbing the foothills of the 
Cascades.

The greatest thing about crossing into Washington on a bike is 
the immediate switch from busy traffic-jammed suburban warfare 

Ultimately, quadriceps and calves defeated gravity and snow was found, 10 
km and 800 m up the Heliotrope Ridge access road. Cyclist: Mirko Moeller, 
photo credit: Elliott Skierszkan.
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for space on the road, to peaceful cycling through quiet countryside 
roads under spectacular mountain scenery. The ride into the tiny 
town of Glacier was lovely and had a good amount of hills to warm 
us up for the big one: the climb to Heliotrope Ridge trailhead. We 
began that climb around 5pm; a 14km bike ride that gains ~700m in 
elevation. Each meter was arduously won in a continuous battle stag-
ing quadriceps and calves on one side against the combined forces of 
gravity, skis, and camping gear on the other. After a couple hours of 
intense battle and enlightenment into the limitations of bicycle-gear 
ratios, human muscles emerged victorious. 

We pulled up to the snowline around the 10km-mark on the 
road, just as hordes of skiers were getting back to their cars after 
their day on the mountain. We received many congratulations on 
our ride from the crowd, but particularly memorable for me was that 
people weren’t only giving us kudos for the physically-demanding 
endeavour we had undertaken, but also saying things like ‘’way to 
do it without fossil fuels!’’ It was nice to hear explicit acknowledge-
ment of our environmentally-friendlier ways, and made us feel good 
about our effort. We also bumped into pro skier Greg Hill, who 
boasted that he had rented an electric car to get to the trailhead -- 
another clin d’oeil to non-petroleum based ski-mountaineering ac-
cess. Meanwhile, the condition reports we were hearing from those 
descending had us thinking that a summit attempt might not be out 
of question after all...

After stashing the bikes in the woods, we transitioned onto our 
skis for the leisurely 3 km skin on the snow-covered road to the trail-
head, where we would make camp. After a quick dinner we splayed 
ourselves under the stars and caught some z’s. 

Next day, a 3:30 AM start came a bit earlier than our tired bodies 
wanted, but we forced ourselves out of our sleeping bags and started 
up the trail by headlamp. The ascent to Heliotrope Ridge was une-
ventful. By now the sun was already indirectly hitting the SW-facing 
Roman Wall and I was wondering whether we had started too late 
for safe avalanche conditions, but we continued nonetheless, happy 
to note that as we ascended, the snowpack seemed to be increasingly 
frozen solid.  There was also a continuous stream of guided rope 
teams visible as little dots on the faraway silhouette of the mountain 
descending the Roman Wall after what must have been a horribly 
early ascent.

Crevasses on the Coleman-Deming route were remarkably filled 
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in, and we saw no need to rope up. Eventually I started to feel tired, 
possibly from trying to keep up with Mirko who seemed to have 
endless endurance, and also from fighting to hold an edge on the 
icy skin track. I slapped on my ski crampons, and eventually caught 
Mirko as he waited to re-group. Mirko offered to carry the rope; I 
gladly parted with its weight.

As we reached the Baker-Colfax col around 10am, close to 
3,000m in elevation, we discussed whether or not we wanted to try 
for the summit. I was feeling very tired, and I recalled last year that 
the ski descent felt fairly exposed with gaping crevasses on the Easton 
Glacier below. I wasn’t feeling great about a ski descent above open 
crevasses on tired and wobbly legs. Martin was motivated to give the 
summit a shot, having not been up Baker before. We hummed and 
hawed for a little, noting that the snow was still rock-hard (thus safe 
from avalanching), and then started ascending without really mak-
ing any commitments to summiting. 

For the last 300m climb to the peak, ski crampons worked their 
magic, except for poor Martin who had to bootpack (not having 
any ski crampons). The route was actually much less steep than I 
remembered from last year. Perhaps due to better snow coverage? 
We marched on and upwards. Martin started to take the lead, Mirko 
started lagging behind, and I got into serious slogging mode, feel-
ing really beat but not wanting to bail and transition into ski mode 

Martin Cermak skins below massive seracs on Mt. Baker. Photo credit: Elliott 
Skierszkan.
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on the icy slope we were on. So I slogged on, taking ten steps and 
then breathing for a bit, then repeating the process. At one point I 
decided to switch to bootpacking, just to use different muscles from 
ski-cramponing, but it didn’t give me the expected second wind. I 
guess when you’re gassed, you’re just gassed! Martin eventually dis-
appeared above and out of sight, and when the slope angle eased and 
I still could not see him I began cursing him for continuing further, 
as I would have been easily convinced to say, “Screw it, I’m tired, 
let’s rest and head down”. Eventually the angle was mellow enough 
that bootpacking seemed ridiculous, so I put my skis back on but 
was too exhausted to bother removing the ski-crampons, which was 
also ridiculous given that the slope angle had eased to less than 20 
degrees. And so I shuffled my away along the very flat snowfield on 
top of Mt. Baker.

Finally, I crested over the bulge and saw Martin basking in full 
sun at the summit. I don’t quite remember the moments that ensued; 
we may have exchanged congratulatory high-fives, or not -- I was 
too gassed to recall. However, I do remember plopping my pack on 
the snow and promptly sitting my exhausted bottom upon it. Once 
in that position, I rested in complete immobility and relished the 
opportunity to let my muscles do absolutely nothing.  And so Martin 
and I sat side-by-side, too tired to talk or do anything of much use 
while we waited  for Mirko to summit. A short while later, around 
12:15 PM, Mirko finally dawned on the horizon and joined us in 
our newfound hobby of doing nothing. The summit was perfect: 
no wind, full sun, warm temperatures, and zero body movement 
required.

Martin Cermak, Elliott Skierszkan, and Mirko Moeller on top of Mt. Baker. 
Notice Martin’s bicycle helmet: a testament to our ways!
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We sat and rested for a while, deciding on what time would offer 
the best compromise between resting enough to be re-energized for 
the steep ski descent, and not wanting to wait too long as the sun was 
baking the Roman Wall and we had some concerns about the snow’s 
stability. When the optimal amount of time was determined, we took 
a quick summit group picture and ripped skins.

The descent, I have to say, was blissful (for me). It felt much less 
steep, and certainly was softer than my previous icy ski descent of 
Baker last year. I enjoyed the turns very much: good corn, and my 
legs felt solid. Martin was a bit shakier on the descent, but made it 
down just fine and soon enough we were cruising down good corn, 
relishing the 2,000 m ski descent from the summit back to the trail-
head. Just before reaching treeline, we stopped at the first snow-free 
rock outcrop, and lay down for a few more minutes of intentional 
inactivity.  

The ski out through the forest was again uneventful, finishing 
with a short 500 m bootpack to the trailhead, which we reached 
around 3:30 PM. With plenty of daylight to go around, but not so 
much energy in the tank, we invested another fantastic hour into 
‘’doing nothing’’, which involved brewing some tea and napping. 
At some point we decided that we were good to get moving, so we 
packed our overnight gear and skied down to the bikes, spent an-
other hour transitioning back into bike-mode and cruised down 
the 10km road to Glacier. The bike ride was awesome: no pedalling 
required, no traffic to worry about, one epically-long downhill. The 
evening light shining through the moss-covered rainforest was sim-
ply magical. 

The last phase of the trip can be summarized in a few words. We 
ninja-camped in a nice flat bench near Glacier, where we devoured 
most of the food that was left over. Overnight, Martin selflessly at-
tracted the local posse of mosquitoes, such that Mirko and I could 
enjoy peaceful sleep. Next morning, we awoke at 7:30 AM, then 
stopped at the Wake n’ Bakery (highly recommended) for espresso 
and burritos. There were lots of burrito options, but the choice was 
easy: ‘’Major Burrito’’ it was. Breakfast burritos were emptied into 
the gas tanks, and we cruised back to Canada. This time, rather than 
taking the busy Fraser Highway, we opted for a longer but much 
nicer bike ride back to Surrey by riding North along Bradner Street 
to the Fraser River, and then finding quiet country roads and eventu-
ally off-street cycling paths in Surrey back to Martin’s house. A break 
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to swim in the cold Fraser River did wonders on our bodies, and 
probably also for the ambient air quality. 

Finally, we got back to Martin’s house around 6 PM, capping 
off the self-propelled portion of our adventure. This was definitely 
a highlight trip. It combined two of my favorite pastimes (cycle-
touring and skiing), making for a factorial fun time. The variety of 
transportation means, urban and wilderness settings, forest and gla-
ciated alpine meant a constant evolution in landscape. The weather 
was picture-perfect, the conditions on the mountain as well. We had 
a great crew and all of the decisions to make on the route happened 
organically. Mirko, relatively inexperienced as a bike-tourist, thor-
oughly enjoyed the activity. Martin and I dreamed of bigger plans 
(bike-n-ski the Cascade Volcanoes?) for a future life when time 
will be a more available commodity and we all got home with just 
the right mix of type 1 and type 2 fun and awesome memories that 
make three days feel like a week’s vacation. I am definitely hooked 
on multi-modal and self-propelled trips, and I encourage you to try 
it out too!

The trip involved 221km and 1,083m in elevation gain by fully-
loaded bicycle, and 20km and 2,160m in elevation gain on skis, over 
three days.  If you want to give it a try, pack light and use Voilé straps 
to affix your skis to your bike frame -- it works  remarkably well!

Martin, Mirko and Elliott — and their bicycles loaded with camping and skiing 
gear — stop to enjoy breakfast at the Wake n’ Bakery Café in Glacier, Washing-
ton.
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STALKED BY WHALES IN 
THE BROUGHTONS

Philippe LeBillon

Participants: Philippe Le Billon, Alberto Contreras-Sanz and Lucy 
Buchanan-Parker

My plan was to find a few fellow VOCers to kayak off Tofino 
and up some of the islands, but Alberto had a better one in mind: 
“The wildlife in the Broughtons is incredible, we should go there!” 
Romain and Melanie, also VOCers, had just come back from the 
area and had told Alberto that they couldn’t recommend it enough.  
A quick check on the internet confirmed that the Broughton group, 
and its marine life, was indeed pretty spectacular. Stretching between 
the Northeast Coast of Vancouver Island and the continent, north 
of the Johnstone Strait, this was not your typical ‘Strait of Georgia’ 
location (i.e. long settled and emptied of much of its once abundant 
life). Rather, it revives the idea of a Salish Sea full of life and stories. 

 The trip preparation was superb and (quite) thorough, 
though highly uneven. Alberto and Lucy bought a shiny looking 
second-hand Seaward G3 double kayak for the UBC sailing club and 
glassed in a Kevlar strip to protect the keel. The strip seriously ‘tough-
ened’ the look of the 22-foot beast, especially thanks to the remnants 
of newspaper still embedded on the reinforcement – a windy night 
had blown all the newspaper used to protect the hull from excess 
epoxy directly on to it. I also prepared my own single kayak, a 25+ 
year old Ascente from the same Seaward Company, by patching 
some holes with surfboard ‘blue-tack’ and duct-tape - which worked 
for a while. I did neglect to check the bolts of the rudder post, which 
luckily did not completely come out and allowed for some en route 
repair with the help of friendly kayakers better equipped than I.

 Regardless, the two kayaks proved a great pair: The G3 is 
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roomy, stable and fast, a reliable vessel for long-haul “expeditions”. 
The Ascenté is a sleek-looking 18-foot single with a ‘wave-piercing’ 
bow and a narrow beam that goes fast enough to keep up with a dou-
ble if one is motivated (and the double heavily loaded). Connoisseurs 
are also fond of the Ascenté as it was among the first models to come 
out of the BC-based manufacturer.

 Logistically, the deal was that I was providing the ride with 
my Subaru, while Alberto and Lucy were providing food for diner. 
A great deal in my view, a safe one in Alberto’s perspective: he is 
a gourmet and I have a terrible reputation in that domain, having 
once offered only frozen boiled eggs and potatoes to my fellow win-
ter campers at -20 degrees (I have since stuck to the habit of eating 
alone, always the same sardines and semi-pre-cooked rice, as it also 
saves time but serves better).

 Having prepared the kayaks for a more serious trip than 
a typical day-long paddle up Indian Arm and loaded about three 
dozen small water-proof bags of gear, we departed on a morning in 
July 2017. First taking the ferry to Nanaimo, then driving the long 
road to Telegraph Cove. About 320 kilometres later we were there. 
By then highway 19 had narrowed to a near-single lane road. Our 
first impression of the entrance to Telegraph Cove seemed to sug-
gest a sleepy log yard by the sea, but going down to the boat launch 
revealed world-class commercial kayak operations, perhaps the larg-
est in BC. In summer, the place is teeming with operators guiding 
paddlers on short trips to see orcas passing through Johnstone Strait 
on their way back from Alaska. Fewer people are there in early July, 
but also fewer orcas as only the ‘resident pod’ sticks - by definition 
- around.

 We departed mid-afternoon under darkening skies, know-
ing that the 5-kilometer crossing of Johnstone Strait should not 
be taken lightly. The tide (and current) was with us, or at least not 
against us, till we reached the first islands of the dense Broughton 
archipelago. By then currents were already strong as we angled East 
to reach our first destination, Flower Island. Alberto and Lucy learnt 
not to fight against the current, and instead, hug the coast, look for 
eddies, and paddle literally over the kelp. The crossing was perhaps 
a bit of a push given the late start, but it was well-rewarded through 
an excellent camp site and our first sighting of resident humpback 
whales. We also started our first unpacking/packing routine, which 
we brought down from four to about two hours as we (slightly) 
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perfected the art of being efficient sea nomads. 
 The Broughton Archipelago is in the traditional territory of 

the Kwicksutaineuk-ah-kwa-mish and Tsawataineuk subgroups of 
the Kwakwaka’wakw peoples. It is easy to see why people would come 
to live in this particular place. Strong currents and multiple channels 
bring rich flows of nutrients and an outstanding amount of wildlife. 
Yet, there are also well-sheltered coves favorable to clam beds and 
human settlement. Our second destination was one of them. We ar-
rived there by mid-day under beautiful skies. The warm air, the glit-
tering water and white sand gave the cove the air of a peaceful haven. 
Yet the village of Mahmallikullah (‘round things [islands and rocks] 
in front at beach’) had been abandoned for many decades. Despite 
what our guidebook said, the area was not guarded for summer tour-
ist visits, and we found no one. Leaving the idyllic bay, we paddled 
towards Knight Inlet, the water gate to the Waddington area. By the 
late afternoon, the wind had picked up and the tide and currents 
were getting stronger with some chop, but the crossing went well and 
we paddled further north towards the Fox group. 

By then we had already more than covered our daily distance 
quota, but we felt great and pushed on via a detour to one of the main 
islands of the group. A large congregation of kayakers had camped 
in one of the few landing spots, so we made plans to carry on further 
towards Insect island – a highly recommended landing spot with a 
white clam beach. Upon arrival we were disappointed to find more 
kayakers camped there, at two of the prime spots with views of the 
water, so we went into the forest and set camp there. One of the 

We ended our evening with an impromptu swim followed by a yoga session. 
Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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parties had been there for a couple of weeks essentially chilling, and 
fishing loads of rock fish. The following day we headed for Echo Bay, 
the main refuelling station for yachts at the core of the Archipelago. 
It is indeed an odd place, where one can sit in a bar after days of 
relative wilderness, surrounded by yachters. Drinking water doesn’t 
abound in the Broughtons, as most of the islands are devoid of fresh 
running streams – we had enough for the entire trip in the belly of 
the G3, but ended up taking in some more at Echo Bay, just in case.

Discussions with other paddlers at Insect island led us to put our 
sight on the Burdwood Group, which we reached in the late after-
noon. The beauty and peacefulness of that place was overwhelming. 
As the wind was dying down, we paddled in a dreamlike state around 
the islands, letting our kayaks drift in silence along the shores amidst 
the kelp beds. The campsite was out-of-this-world. Or rather, it was 
the world that spiritually inspires you. Probably moved by so much 
serenity, we ended our evening with an impromptu swim followed 
by a yoga session, facing the mountains in the dimming light.

 The morning brought another serene drift, but not without 
first looking for a missing half-paddle that was later recovered in the 
back-hatch, and then sinking a Go-Pro without a protective cover in 
the hope of capturing a cute baby seal underwater. The camera kind 
of recovered, but it was only a matter of time before the moisture 
complete its Grim work. 

 We had reached further North and in a shorter period of 
time than we had initially planned, mostly owing to great weather, 
benign winds, and long happy days. But we feared a tough return, and 
always listened carefully to the forecast on the VHF radio. The next 
stage was to return towards Telegraph Cove, but taking a more ‘off-
shore route’ at the northwestern outer perimeter of the Archipelago. 
On our way out, we first passed a vast salmon farm, one of those that 
had prompted independent biologist Alexandra Morton to lead the 
campaign against salmon-farming. The previous summer, leaders of 
the Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw had boarded several fish farms to 
give them eviction notices. Several occupations by First Nations fol-
lowed, but despite this, and mounting evidence, the industry stays 
put.

 Reaching for the open water, a large colony of sea lions kept 
us initially entertained as we sought to comprehend the cavernous 
noises coming from one of the fringe islands. To further accentuate 
this oceanic character, and with the idea of testing our rock landing 
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skills, it was decided to camp on White Cliff Islets. The wide-open 
sea certainly emphasised the remoteness of the place after having 
paddled through the often-tight labyrinth constituting the rest of 
the Archipelago. We hauled our kayaks up short rock cliffs onto the 
safety of a grassy area, seeking to minimize impacts while ensuring 
that our kayaks would still be there by the morning. The night was 
blustery, and the swell quite significant, but we still slept soundly and 
hoped for a calmer start the following day.

 By the time we paddled back into the archipelago, the trip 
already felt like it was coming to an end. Yet, some of the best memo-
ries were still to come. After a transit night in a haunting site, with 
a long mudflat run to reach the water, we had decided to spend the 
last two nights of our trip in ‘black fish’ areas: places where orcas 
and whales tend to pass through or congregate. Blackfish Sound 
proved to be a great choice for the first night. Though we did not 
see orcas, humpbacks abounded. Going for a paddle in the early 
evening, Alberto and I stopped our kayak to observe a distant group 
of whales, only to have one of them changing trajectory to come to 
us, stopping short of 20 meters and clearly checking us out before 
submerging itself again. We gently paddled out of the situation, feel-
ing a bit shaken, quite awkward, and certainly even more respect-
ful of whales. The large 22-foot kayak felt insignificant beside the 

We camped on the White Cliff Islets to test our rock landing skills. Photo 
credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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big humpback. The night brought a short mayhem as perhaps half 
a dozen humpbacks went on a feeding frenzy, scooping fish along 
faces of the underwater canyon, breaching repeatedly, slapping their 
tails and singing to their heart’s content. Despite being pitch-black, 
the experience was amazing. For 20 minutes the whales’ excitement, 
power and sense of delight filled the air. It seems as if the rather 
placid humpbacks that we had seen during daytime were partying 
like crazy under the cover of the night.

 The Vancouver Island side of the Johnstone strait offered us 
our last night. The crossing was uneventful apart for the impressive 
size of the cruise ships plying these waters on their way to Alaska. 
We listened carefully on the VHF for the main calling points, so that 
we didn’t get a nasty surprise on some of the narrow parts where a 
conflict could occur. That western side of the strait is the main des-
tination for orca-focused commercial operation, but being early in 
the season we saw only one group. We set up camp for the last time 
on the upper pebbles of a beautiful beach, feeling so much at home 
in this environment after nearly ten days ‘at sea’. The sunset light was 
gorgeous, and once more, we felt so grateful to be in such a place. 
Our last dinner was a lovely dish of Thai noodles, and we saw a sea 
lion catching his own dinner right in front of us: a sizeable salmon 
that was quickly gobbled up. The paddle back to Telegraph Cove was 
uneventful except for the initial drizzle turning into a beautiful blue 
sky. We hugged the coast of the Strait and enjoyed the last few strokes 
before returning home. We did not see Orcas, though, perhaps we 
were a bit early, so all the more reason to come back a bit later, and 
perhaps paddle further North next year. 

Notes for trip planners: The area is famous for having extreme 
currents in some of the narrow passages and careful planning and 
timing is required. Tidal and current charts are available for free. 
There’s no resupplying en route, with the exception of Echo Bay (very 
limited). The area is also known for having strong winds and occa-
sional downpours. June and July are reported to be the best months 
weather-wise, but orcas are usually seen a bit later.
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We set up our tarp-covered kitchen on our only rainy evening  of the trip. Photo 
credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.

Philippe paddles through the Broughton Archipelago. Photo credit: Alberto 
Contreras-Sanz.
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FROM SQUAMISH 
TO VANCOUVER 
PACKRAFTING

Joane Elleouet

Getting dropped off in the middle of nowhere, early in the 
morning. Waving goodbye and turning around, looking ahead into 
the unknown. This is my favorite type of start, an omen of the best 
kind of adventures. 

This one, as many others, came from Arran’s brilliant mind and 
his wanderings on Google Earth: “Ok Joane, you want to go pack-
rafting, I found a good one for this weekend! It’s a bushwhack that 
is hopefully not too deadly, then a river that is hopefully paddleable, 
and then lots and lots of flat water.” This autumn warm and sunny 
spell came as a blessing, as we wanted to squeeze in another hike-
and-packraft mission this year, so there was no reason not to go for 
it.

It is 7:00am and we are on the Mamquam logging road, almost 
as far as one can go on four wheels from Squamish. We have 2 days 
to get to Vancouver, in three parts: a bushwhack over the hills for 6 
km, the Indian River to paddle for 15 km, and 20 km of Indian Arm 
to ‘sloggle’ (it’s like a slog, but with paddles). The sun is rising. We‘ve 
still got a few kilometers to cover on the logging road. The way is 
clear and quick, until it isn’t.

We leave the alder mess and head up the hill directly south. 
Indian River is 6 km ahead. The hike up is awful, steep, and prickly 
at the start: devil’s club and salmonberry leave us no rest. Each of 
us slips and disappears into holes a few times. But as we slowly gain 
elevation into a less steep, more blueberry-type undergrowth, things 
get better. The top of the hill is an anti-climax, but our reward is on 
the other side: two lovely ponds.

There is a second slope to walk up. It leads to a long meadowy 
ridge, made surprisingly enjoyable by wildlife trails, despite the 
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inevitable whacks on the legs from stiff bushes. Not ideal for our 
already scratched skin. The warmth of the sun, the colours around, 
and nice views over Red Mountain on one side and Meslillooet on 
the other finish convincing us that our route over the hills was the 
right choice, the obvious alternative being a 30 km lower-elevation 
logging road going from Squamish to Indian Arm – an option full 
of 4x4s and ATVs.

We follow the ridge to its very end. Part II is in view! The descent 
starts steep. We get cliffed out a couple of times, and finally reach 
logging roads long gone wild. Better to ignore the alder-choked 
switchbacks and head straight down the hill. The forest, after a short 
prickly unpleasant section, opens up into enjoyable, quite open ma-
ture stands. We are in elk territory.

Contrary to our expectation, travel gets easier as we hike down-
hill. We alternate between cruising on an ancient logging road (now 
just a flat and more open strip of forest in the forest) and marching 
through a largely absent undergrowth among huge cedar stumps. 
This leads us to the river in less time than expected. The whole hike, 
however, took us a full day. It is 5:00 pm. We scout around, assess the 
river, and bad news: it is too shallow to paddle. As we set up camp 
on the riverbank and settle around the fire, dusk and doubts jointly 
start wrapping us around.

“What if we cannot paddle at all on this river? What is prefer-
able: bailing on the 30 km logging road back to Squamish, or trying 
too hard, portaging, and walking most of the 15 km to the sea for the 
whole day, and then, sea-paddling for 20 km well into the night?” we 
ponder over a delicious Tunisian couscous dinner.

“We’ve wanted to try our packrafts on flat water for a while, 
right?  We’ll learn something. But is a 20km paddle ideal for the test? 
We may find motorboats to take us if we’re too slow. Let’s not count 
on that!” We keep arguing over chocolate and whiskey.

The next morning is as gorgeous as a fall morning can be, and 
takes our doubts away. The excitement of the adventure takes over. 
“Let’s go!”

We walk along the river on an impeccable logging road until 
we’ve passed the impassable (a set of waterfalls) and until the depth 
of the river has become acceptable. We blow up our packrafts and put 
our spray skirts on, stoked about the 8 km left to paddle downstream. 

The next two hours are bliss: a gorgeous river with stunning col-
ours and wildlife all over. Hundreds of chum salmon flick and zoom 
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under our boats while families of eagles are on watch in every single 
tree that dominates the bank; an otter dives in from a dead stump. 
As we get closer to the sea, gulls fight over dead salmon while seals 
jump around chasing the live ones.

As we reach Indian Arm at 2:00 pm, we don‘t hesitate long. With 
only a short glimpse at the line of 4x4s parked there—ready to give 
us an easy ride back to Squamish—we keep paddling into the sea, 
trying to mentally prepare for the long sloggle down the fjord.

Packrafts are amazing: they can go down the roughest whitewa-
ter and, as we discover, they are also quite easy to steer on dead flat 
water. In the absence of wind or current, they are actually suitable for 
it, although much less efficient than sea kayaks. If you are used to sea 
kayaks and you find yourself packrafting along in the quiet sounds, 
there is a chance you’ll sink into despair a few times, as you give it all 
you can to stay at a 90-year old’s walking pace.  Like me at km 6 or 7. 
My shoulders hurt, I am trying to stay “in the zone”, but I start freak-
ing out instead. “Arran!! ARRAN! STOP! LOOK! We’re not moving, 
we’re NOT moving AT ALL! We’ll never get there.” Arran extracts 
himself from his sunset contemplations and looks at me slightly con-
fused: “Uh? Really? I mean… look at these cliffs back there: I am sure 
we passed them a few minutes ago.” I manage to calm down. “Okay. 
But at this pace we’ll still be paddling in complete darkness with our 
freezing cold bums soaking in a puddle at midnight.”

That fortunately did not happen. We paddled into the night and 
started getting cold for sure, but we hit the Deep Cove marina at 7:30 
pm. The sloggle had lasted 5.5 hours. We stepped into civilization in 
search of greasy food and a dry bed. We were wet and hungry, but 
inside us lay the warm and fuzzy feeling of a successful adventure.

Packrafting Indian Arm. 
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OF RIVERS AND DREAMS
An account of the self-propelled completion of 

the Lillooet Loop

Piotr Forysinski, with Krista Cawley

Prologue

Experiencing a map come to life is a uniquely satisfying process. 
When you first look at a map of a foreign place, you see names, you 
see lakes, rivers, mountains, but you cannot help but feel somewhat 
indifferent to them, even if you’re stoked to explore them sometime.

If you stick around somewhere for long enough, however, all this 
changes. You go places, you see things. You experience these places  
– in the sun, rain, fog, or snow.  You build memories of these places 
with different people, in different situations. You see mountains 
you’ve been up before from the tops of other summits you climb, 
and you recognise them as old friends. 

And as this happens, you start feeling that a little part of this land 
belongs to you, and you belong to this land. You feel a sense of con-
nection, and a sense of meaning. You can no longer be indifferent to 
what happens to this land, but at the same time, its very existence, 
with its rugged mountains, cliffs, valleys, rivers, trees, bears, wolves, 
seems to give you a quiet power to help you face what it is to be hu-
man day after day.

Dreams

The idea of trying to complete the Lillooet Loop self-propelled 
occurred to me during one of the many evenings I spent in the dingy 
VOC clubroom in the basement of the old Student Union Building 
as a VOC quartermaster. I had no idea how, or with whom, and I also 
knew that it was going to be no trivial feat – it was a long way, would 
take a long time, involved sea, land, lake and river, and some serious 
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whitewater which I knew nothing about. Finding a suitable partner 
was likely even more of a challenge – somebody with a similar taste 
for esoterica, willing to push through all the obstacles that doubtless 
would arise somewhere along the way, just for the joy of doing it. 

Fast forward five or so years, and Skyler des Roches and I made 
a solid attempt at doing the trip. We built an 18 ft (5.5 m) whitewa-
ter cataraft, called “RainCat”, out of sprinkler pipe, rowed it along 
Howe Sound to Squamish, and biked with it as far as Alice Lake 
Campground. It was October, and it rained on us every hour of every 
day. The raft was incredibly heavy to tow uphill, and we knew virtu-
ally nothing of whitewater rafting to safely go downriver either. We 
didn’t make it.

Over the following years I actually learned how to whitewater 
raft, with the help of many friends including Skyler, Artem Bylinskii, 
Christoph Schilling and Annika Lennarz. The opportunity to at-
tempt the Lillooet Loop never presented itself, though, because none 
of the usual crew members were interested in it.

It was after Longhike 2014 that everything changed. I had been 
paired with another VOCer, a certain Krista Cawley, to teach Rock 
1. It didn’t take us long to start dating. Over the coming years our re-
lationship flourished, and we went on countless adventures together  
– on land, and on water.

Fast forward to 2017, and a unique opportunity presented itself. 
Both our schedules suggested the possibility of taking enough time 
off to try the Lillooet Loop – this time in the summer. Upon gentle 
questioning, Krista replied that she was keen. It was on!

Following countless hours on SolidWorks, numerous trips to 
Metal Supermarket, and many late evenings spent in machine shops 
at my friends’ workplaces, all the gear necessary to make this trip 
began to take shape. With the help of Tom Curran, Dmitri Oguz, 
Christoph Schilling and Artem Bylinskii (in reverse alphabetical 
order by name!), a new, much lighter raft frame was built, and two 
custom bicycle trailers with hydraulic disc brakes transformed from 
drawings to reality.

Water

We successfully set-off on our adventure early on July 14th 2017. 
It was a great relief to finally have everything built and packed, and be 
able to focus on the trip itself –  all the “final” preparations had taken 
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us a lot longer than anticipated. Towing trailers on level ground takes 
much less effort than one would expect it to, so the ease with which 
we could pull our 75-80kg loads inspired confidence and put us in a 
good mood. Krista’s box trailer was stable and seemed bombproof, 
but I was a little worried about the stability of my tall raft-frame 
trailer on the uneven pavement. However, we had strapped the oars 
and food barrel as low as we could, and the trailer was actually more 
stable than it looked. A good thing, given that we had a lot rougher 
trails than the seawall ahead of us!

It only took us about six hours to convert our gear from biking 
to rafting mode, much to the amusement of some inhabitants of the 
Locarno Parking lot (#VanLife). When we thought we were done, we 
realised our craft was located at the grassy edge of the beach, some 
50 m away from the watery edge, where it needed to be to start float-
ing. We pushed and pulled, but having not yet developed a strategy 
for moving a loaded RainCat with just two people (the trick, as we 
learned a couple of days later, is pulling sideways, one end at a time), 
we failed to move it an inch. Some friendly passersby took pity upon 
us, and helped us roll the raft over some logs toward the water.

In the sea at last, we turned our backs toward Lighthouse Park, 
and watched the two pontoon tracks in the sand gradually fade in 
the distance as we rowed away. Keeping an eye out for shipping traf-
fic, we made it across in good time, and picked up a tail wind which 
helped us along towards Bowen. Without a lot of daylight left, we 
decided to camp in Halkett Bay on Gambier Island, a place we knew 
well from previous Hot Tub Boat adventures.

Ready to launch the raft at Locarno Beach. Photo credit: Friendly Bystander.
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Steel

We arrived in Squamish on the morning of our third day, and 
completed the raft faff a second time in Blind Channel, just outside 
the Adventure Centre. We then towed our loads on the winding bike 
paths of Squamish, and to the end of the bike friendly Paradise Valley 
Road. This is where the Sea to Sky Trail starts –  a multi-use path that 
is described as “self-propelled use only.” To us, that sounded perfect. 
We had chosen to take the Sea to Sky Trail to avoid biking along the 
highway, and at this point in time, we were stoked on our choice.

 
***

The trail steepened, and we were forced to push our bikes and 
trailers one at a time up the loose, rocky trail. We knew what was 
ahead – and it wasn’t going to be fun. Train tracks cross the trail 
about a kilometre in, and the barrier of boulders and cinder blocks 
on each side makes for a formidable obstacle. An artefact of a long-
standing land use dispute, the barrier is annoying enough when all 
you’re doing is pushing a bicycle… let alone when you’re pushing 
a bicycle with a whitewater raft strapped to it. Forced to take apart 
our trailers to lighten the load, we spent hours hauling gear over the 
unnecessary obstacle, grunting as we pulled and pushed with all our 
might to gain every inch. It took us 10 trips, and over half the day, 
to get across.

A refreshing dip in Starvation Lake made it all better, and the go-
ing got much easier after the lake too. Cheakamus Canyon, in which 
the river, the railway, and the trail are all constricted right next to 
each other is absolutely stunning, and completely novel to somebody 
who has only ever driven the highway way, above this passage. 

That day we covered a grand total of about 4 kilometres of dis-
tance, and yet collapsed in our tent at the end of the day, completely 
exhausted.

Over the next couple of days we biked about 20km of the highway 
to Whistler, took the lovely bike routes through town, and descended 
another 25km to Nairn Falls Provincial Park near Pemberton. Here 
we re-supplied, and set up the raft on the bank of the Green River.
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Water II

We had an audience, and the first rapid was mere metres down 
the river from our put-in. A house rock at river middle, with a lot of 
current pushing straight into it no less, awaited shortly thereafter. 
We needed to get this right. Alas, we had precious little concept of 
how well the raft would manoeuvre with two sets of oars in tandem 
–  we had never tried such a thing before. We pushed RainCat a few 
metres up the eddy below Coudre Point to maximise the length of 
our learning curve, and then went for it.

To our great relief, we could actually manoeuvre the raft surpris-
ingly well. We rowed through the first splashies, and by the time we 
were at the house rock, we had picked up enough coordination skills 
to avoid it entirely. We made our way through the boulder garden 
below with surprising agility, hooting and hollering as we went. At 
long last, we were rafting. 

The Green River soon became the Lillooet River, and then 
Lillooet Lake, and we began rowing steadily again.

***

“Well, there’s only one way to do this right” I said as I looked up 
from the GPS toward the darkening sky. “There’s an inviting little 
peninsula right across from Lizzie Creek. It should have a nice gravel 
bar to camp on… it’ll save us lots of time compared to trying to make 
some kind of camp in this terrain.” Krista glanced across the bushy 
shores and looked at me: “Let’s do it then!” And so we picked up the 

We navigate around House Rock just below Coudre Point on the Green River, 
Nairn Falls Provincial Park. Photo credit: Chris Ellis; a friend made at the 
campground.
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oars with our sore hands once more, and chose a new bearing. Over 
an hour later, just as the rocks and trees started blurring into one 
dark grey mass, we arrived at the yearned-for peninsula. It proved 
every bit as good as hoped for – nay, better. Behold Camp Idyllic. 

The next morning, we awoke to a vista of lake, forest and gravel 
bar, with the raft eagerly awaiting further adventure, and our food 
barrel still safely hanging out by some convenient bench-and-table 
logs nearby. If you ask Krista, she might recall something about bugs, 
but even if she’s right, they have been completely erased from my 
mind. 

***

A few kilometres below Tenas Narrows on Little Lillooet Lake 
is where Things Get Real. We found ourselves approaching a roar-
ing horizon line, and our minds started racing through all sorts of 
scenarios -- in all of our research, did we happen to miss a little in-
nocent entry somewhere about a waterfall or a Class V rapid?

The horizon line turned out to be just a good old horizon line, 
at the top of a friendly Class II+ or III- rapid. We let out some cries 
about stoke or weisswasser1, turned ourselves around to face the 
rapid, and dropped down a tongue and into the waves. This turned 
out only to be the beginning -- the Lower Lillooet River had some 
fine weisswasser to offer indeed. “Hard right, hard right!” we yelled 
as we coordinated our oar movements. The RainCat avoided the vi-
cious pile-up without difficulty, but our adrenaline levels reached a 

Camp Idyllic on Lillooet Lake. Photo credit: Piotr Forysinski.
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new high –  this wasn’t some splishy-splashy business anymore, this 
was real rafting.

After a few more rapids we came across a campsite on the left 
bank of the river, and soon thereafter a perfect eddy with a little 
sandy beach, and a funky smell in the air. This was not an opportu-
nity to miss, for we had arrived at T’sek2  hotsprings, our campsite 
for the night.

***

A couple of kilometres below the hotsprings, the river became 
constricted between rock walls, and deep pools carved into rock, 
characteristic for such places, made an appearance. Sure enough, a 
horizon line materialised in front of us, and we eddied out on river 
right in very short order. We tied the raft up to a tree, and clambered 
along the forested, rocky riverside toward the source of all the water 
spray.

Not surprisingly, Skookumchuk rapid is aptly named. 
Skookumchuk means “strong, fresh, healthy water” in Chinook 
Jargon. Our initial reaction was that of mild to moderate terror, but 
we calmed down and focused on an objective assessment of the task 
at hand instead.

We climbed back into the raft, donned our bicycle helmets for 
good measure – for lack of alternative headwear on this particular 
rafting trip – and set off with yells of “Mega Stoke!”  Our ferry across 
the river worked so well that we hit the rock wall on the far side of 
the river and spun around, but then we quickly aligned ourselves 
properly for the main rapid. Everything worked out perfectly after 
that. The bicycle rack at the bow of our craft took a deep dive into the 
wavetrain, but came splashing back up intact. One more wavetrain, 
and we were through it all, grinning and hearts racing.  

Fire

The next morning marked the beginning of a new chapter in our 
adventure. We were back on bicycles, but this time travelling at near-
light speed without trailers in tow. A very short distance back up the 
Lillooet West FSR we turned onto Fire Creek Main, and headed up 
towards Fire Lake. As we gained elevation, we were soon treated to 
a stellar vista of the Lillooet River meandering down into Harrison 
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Lake.
After biking up the steepening road, we reached the point where 

we hid our bikes in the ever-abundant bush, locked them for good 
measure, and bushwhacked down to the lakeside. We took a quick, 
refreshing dip in the cold waters of Fire Lake, and embarked upon 
a long, very buggy immersion in the bush of Fire Mountain. If you 
ask Krista, she might tell you something about bugs – really, really 
bad bugs – and unfortunately I will only have to corroborate her 
statement. 

Armed with GPS and real-time communication with steel birds 
in the sky, we made good progress up the mountain. Although the 
bugs drove us nuts, we were propelled by desire to find ourselves 
in the alpine, up above all this nonsense, up above all the bugs, up 
above all the bush. As we emerged onto lush green meadows below 
the ridge crest, we were treated to a stunning view of the Fire Spires 
against a setting sun. 

We woke up as early as we could the next morning, and headed 
up the ridge toward Fire. The bush and bugs were but a distant 
memory -- the ridge was open, and offered pleasant rambling in a 
fabulous setting. We had a view of mountains on both sides of the 
ridge, and behind us, the ridge gently dropped toward the meander-
ing Lillooet River and the shimmering waters of Harrison Lake.

As we approached the true summit block of Fire Mountain, 
about which there had been precious little information on Bivouac.
com, a reasonable route to the summit seemed ever less probable. 
The sides were steep and chossy, with the likeliest line to the top, 
the short West Ridge, heavily guarded by precarious gendarmes. My 
heart sank many times, as each successive “possible route” came into 
view and looked just as impossible as the previous. However, giving 
up without a solid attempt was out of the question.

We hiked over a gentle false summit and headed toward the pile 
of loose rock and crumbling gendarmes that was the West Ridge. I 
decided to take it the only sensible way – one small step at a time – 
and Krista agreed. We scrambled up and over several minor bumps, 
and when the ridge steepened, we found an unlikely ramp along 
some snow on the left, steeper side of the ridge. Ever worried about 
getting in over our heads, expectant of failure yet propelled by hope, 
we inched up the mountain. 

There finally came a moment when I looked ahead from another 
intermediate vantage point, and to my own amazement, saw a line 
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that I knew we could make work to get to the summit. Relieved, 
surprised and gloriously delighted, we scrambled up the last section 
of loose rock toward the radio repeater tower.

And here we were! The summit plateau greeted us with its collec-
tion of fibreglass towers and comfy heather lunch spots. We filled our 
stomachs with tasty snacks, and our souls with breathtaking views of 
the world around us. We were over 2,000m above our raft and the 
river, and the mountains we could see extended from Garibaldi and 
Wedgemount, to Judge Howay, to the high peaks of the Stein Divide. 

Here, on the summit of Fire Mountain, I came down on bended 
knee and asked my Darling Krista if she would marry me, with my 
water-jet cut stainless steel engagement ring. She said yes, and we 
collapsed in a pile of kisses and hugs.

The euphoria lasted a long time, but we eventually realised that 
we still had a long way to go that day. We tried to put our emotions 
aside, and tackle the steep descent with cool minds. This time we 
chose to follow one of the gullies all the way down to snow; some-
thing which would not have been advisable on the way up given the 
amount of loose rock. A few tense minutes of rockfall hazard man-
agement later, we found ourselves on snow and quickly slid down to 
safety below. 

After we escaped the choss, we concluded that we in fact did 
not want to go down to the bush and to the bugs. At least not just 
yet. Instead, we hiked to the marginally lower false summit, about 

Krista and Piotr on the summit! Photo credit: Piotr Forysinski.
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a kilometre west of the true summit. Boasting the same number of 
contours on the map, this sub-summit is a casual, scenic walk, and 
highly recommended (perhaps unlike the true summit… unless you 
have a helicopter like the radio repeater service people). Rapidly be-
coming aware of just how late it had become, we quickly hiked back 
down the ridge, packed up camp and headed back down to Fire Lake 
and our bikes.

If you ask Krista, she might tell you something about bugs –  re-
ally, really, really bad bugs – and unfortunately I will only have to 
corroborate her statement. We swam down the bush as fast as we 
could, occasionally tripping over stumps and roots, and the bugs 
chewed away at our souls.

We arrived back at the raft well after dark, cooked up some pasta 
and crawled into our sleeping bags, still trying to take in everything 
that had happened that day. For once, there is actually no exaggera-
tion to the statement that our lives would never be the same again. 
For better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, for warmer and 
for colder, for drier and for wetter, for buggier and for less buggy 
–  from now on, we were always going to tackle this adventure called 
life… together.

Wind II

We awoke the next morning to the pleasant gurgling of the 
Lillooet River, and the site of moss-clad branches getting swooshed 
around by water and wind on a nice sunny day. We packed up camp 
and rowed out of our hidden campsite onto the wide, gently flowing 
river. Coming down the broad meanders we could look back up the 
valley, and see Fire Mountain standing tall – we had just been there 
the day before!

As we rounded the last corner, a view of Harrison Lake opened 
up in front of our eyes, but a strong headwind forced us to look 
away. Harrison Lake had whitecaps all over it. Our mission quickly 
evolved from “make our way onto the lake” to “find a nice hang-out 
spot to wait it out” and soon we were on a muddy beach on one 
of the many islands in the river delta. As evening settled and the 
stars came out, we were back on the water and pulled out the GPS to 
verify our course, although we still sighted our direction off of stars 
or mountain silhouettes. We had long been imagining what it would 
be like rowing at night, and here we were, surrounded only by water 
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and contours of a sleepy world. 
After our second night of rowing, we were back in the midst of 

civilisation at Harrison Hot Springs, albeit still a sleeping one, and a 
little taken aback by all the man-made things around us. We walked 
around town and identified which diners and stores opened first, 
planning out our most efficient itinerary based on this data. One of 
the lakeside diners opened at 8:00am, so our first task was to eat some 
bacon and eggs. Afterwards we stocked up on food and water, and 
headed back to the raft – with only 3 days to go, we were on a pretty 
tight schedule to get home on time. There was a very healthy wind 
blowing from the south, but we believed the current in the Harrison 
River, once we got into it, would help us make forward progress.

***

After battling wind on Harrison River despite a helpful current, 
we were, at long last, approaching the Great River, the Mighty Fraser, 
and were stoked to confluence with its murky waters. We made our 
way around the final point, and went through a few whirlpools as we 
entered the Fraser. I remembered being scared by the power of these 
when sea kayaking through here in the past – in the raft, it all seemed 
completely benign. The valley widened immensely, and we got that 
feeling we always get when we find ourselves on the Fraser: of being 
very small, on a very big and powerful river. We rowed on enthusias-
tically, eager to find out how much ground we could cover before the 
end of the day. Darkness crept in as we arrived at Dewdney Regional 
Park at the end of Nicomen Slough. We slept well that night – we had 
covered almost 30 km down Harrison Lake, followed by another 40 
km down rivers.

Piotr rowing into a stiff headwind as we pick up speed on the mighty Fraser 
River nearing Chilliwack. Photo credit: Krista Cawley.
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The Homecoming

An early morning departure backed by a stunning, misty sunrise 
had us back on the Fraser, rowing into more familiar territory. As 
the sun rose, Krista brewed some coffee on the raft to wake us up 
while I rowed on. We knew this was going to be long day, and that 
we needed to make as much use of the river’s current as we could. 
We took turns rowing individually, and rowing together, but always 
moving downstream. Our goal was to make it as far as Iona Spit in 
Richmond, because we knew that finding pleasant camping any-
where else in this highly civilised land was going to be borderline 
impossible. However, switching on and off rowing was actually really 
pleasant, because the person who wasn’t rowing got to face forward 
and look around, while taking the burden of looking out for boat 
traffic off the person who was rowing. 

Slowly starting to process that we had somehow managed to 
pull this trip off, we continued down the Fraser, now casually un-
derbridging every few minutes as we passed below the Golden Ears 
Bridge, the Port Mann Bridge, the rail bridge, the Pattullo Bridge, 
and the Skytrain Bridge. We were passing near the quay in historic 
New Westminster when, to our surprise, we heard our names being 
called out from up above. We located the callers and headed towards 
them -- it was Krista’s Grandma Vera and Uncle Ron! They had been 
following our InReach tracker for the past two weeks, and decided 
to jump on this opportunity to see us in person as we passed by near 
Krista’s Grandma’s place in New West. It was really nice to see famil-
iar faces and chat for a little while, but soon we had to get on our way, 
because we still had a long way to go, and we knew the tide was going 
to turn against us. We were in a part of the World where rivers flow 
the wrong way when the tide is high! 

***

The following morning started early yet again, as we did not wish 
our tent to be seen by boats passing by or people hiking out along 
the spit -- after all, we were camping in Iona Beach Regional Park. A 
group of joggers did stumble across our tent as we were waking up, 
and likely wondered what these weirdos with a tent and a couple of 
barrels were up to. The tide had once again allowed the river to flow 
downriver, so we found ourselves at the Wreck Beach Spit in no time. 



326

VOC Journal 60, 2018

As we turned around the beacon, a view of Georgia Strait opened up 
in front of our eyes, complete with sailboats and ocean-going ships. 
Seagulls danced above us as the water below us turned salty.

It was a Saturday, and it was a Vancouver Celebration of Lights 
Saturday at that. In anticipation of the fireworks display later that 
night, dozens of boats had anchored in English Bay, and False Creek 
was buzzing with boat traffic. Not quite in the mood for all this 
hustle and bustle, we slalomed around competent and incompetent 
boaters, kayakers, and stand up paddle boarders alike.

After dodging all the obstacles we finally made it to our planned 
takeout at Habitat Island in the Olympic Village. At this point we were 
only about 5 km from home, but the final faff was only just about to 
begin. To ease the pain somewhat, I made a quick run to McDonald’s 
to grab some coffee and sausage McMuffins. It only took us about 6 
hours to unpack the raft, and convert everything back into trailer 
mode. The sun was setting as we departed Olympic Village, and 
headed home towards Commercial Drive along National Avenue.

And so it came to pass that Krista Cawley and Piotr Forysinski 
returned from their 16-day, 450 km self-propelled voyage, and ended 
up right where they had started: 1637 Victoria Drive. 

Epilogue

... If you stick around somewhere for long enough, however, all 
this changes. You go places, you meet people. You eventually meet 

Ready to depart False Creek after the final faff, just 5 km from home. Photo 
credit: Piotr Forysinski.
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special people. You experience places and build memories together 
–  in the sun, rain or wind. 

And as this happens, you start feeling that a little part of this land 
belongs to you, and you belong to this land. You feel a sense of con-
nection, and a sense of meaning. You can no longer be indifferent to 
what happens to this land, but at the same time, its very existence, 
with its rugged mountains, cliffs, valleys, rivers, trees, bears, wolves, 
seems to give you a quiet power to help you face what it is to be 
human day after day. Then a magical day comes when you know 
that you are not alone in your beliefs anymore, and that a special 
someone else will always be there by your side from now on. And 
their very existence also gives you a quiet power.

Footnotes
1. The author is well aware of the non-existence of this fine word, 

but because exist it should, and because it is so satisfying to utilise 
whilst rafting, especially in the presence of our fine German crew, it 
shall be utilised in this text nonetheless.

2. Formerly known as St. Agnes Wells, or Skookumchuk 
Hotsprings.

Map of the complete Lillooet Loop. Graphic by Krista Cawley.
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80 DAYS ON A BIKE
Featuring: The Dempster Highway

Julie Van de Valk

While finishing up my degree, I was pretty sure that all I wanted 
to do all day, every day, was ride my bike. So, when I finished, that’s 
what I did. I hopped on my gorgeous two-wheeled stallion (an or-
ange Salsa Las Cruces cyclocross bike) and hit the road. The 3000 
kilometers from Vancouver to Tijuana, Mexico happened in 20 days 
of tailwinds and sunshine (well, almost). Long story short: I wound 
up back in Vancouver hooked on bike touring, and hopped back on 
the bike on Canada Day to go North and then East. Fifteen days lat-
er; through heat, hills, missed grocery stores, Pemberton, 100 Mile 
House, Williams Lake, Quesnel, Prince George, Smithers, and Dease 
Lake; I was in the Yukon, and desperate for adventure. Luckily, on 
my way up, I’d heard about a dirt road through the wild tundra to 
Inuvik, NWT – the most northerly road project to date. Feeling in 
need of some company to take on the dirt highway, I called up my 
friend Max, who promptly appeared in Whitehorse, and hitchhiked 
with me to the start of the highway – what a guy. 

Day 1: We loaded up and took off, crushing a solid 70km of 
gravel after 5pm. Initially, the gravel was a bit loose, and Max dis-
covered that actually, no, I had never ridden gravel before, but it got 
more compact as the road meandered uphill. The road followed a 
river valley bottom and went through some epic mountains which 
looked like mountain bones - spiny but with a long, gentle slope. We 
arrived in Tombstone Park, had dinner, and fell asleep.

Day 2: We visited the fantastic Tombstone Park’s visitor centre 
for some context about the alien landscape we were riding through, 
and hit the road on our 142km gravel mission. Speeds ranged from 
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30km/h when I got the bit in my teeth and ran with it, to a hilari-
ous 5km/h (the slowest Max has ever ridden a bike) climbing the 
second pass of the day with a really annoying grade and some sort 
of headwind. We had a few sprinkly showers, a bunch of bugs when 
we stopped, and tons of scenery. The mountains looked so differ-
ent from the ones we are used to in southern BC - some are huge 
purplish mounds of loose rock, others have long crests of rock and 
look like castle ramparts. Below the mountains, there is tundra with 
permafrost features including pingos, little lakes, and generally 
strangely disturbed ground. The geological engineer side of me came 
out in an unusually strong way as I actually theorized and got excited 
about the rocks we’re passing. We stopped on some riprap (back to 
the water engineer) for dinner, where I made a way-too-spicy curry. 
Whoopsies! A few more kilometers, and bedtime!

Day 3: Oh boy. This was one heck of a full Dempster day with 
167kms of gravel and inches-deep mud. I’m not sure quite how to 
explain the day’s mixture of mud, beauty, mud, rain, kindness, mud, 
rain and climbing through gorgeous views, but I’ll try. After a num-
ber of kilometres, we reached a pass, and climbed what we thought 
would be the tough part of the day. The climb was through slopes 
forested with mostly tiny, stunted trees. The views, when we got them 
through rain clouds, were of literally endless oceans of trees and roll-
ing hills. The road took us up through an aggressive grizzly danger 
zone, and made us very hungry. The day before was 28 degrees, this 
day was 4 degrees (thank you Arctic), and we were quite cold. We put 

Max on the Dempster Highway.
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on all our rain and thermal layers and had lunch in a shelter (okay, 
maybe it was an outhouse). As we were getting ready to shiver our 
way onwards, some friendly Quebecois offered us hot coffee from 
their RV. Yes, please and thank you so much! They even boiled us wa-
ter for our water bottles, which we promptly stuffed down our shirts. 
Finally warmed up, we continued, and proceeded to climb basically 
for the remainder of the day. We passed through a forest fire which 
had burned the previous week, but thankfully had stopped burning, 
mostly stopped smoking, and was just leaving a toasted scent in the 
air. Heavy rain had been going on for a few days and left our dirt 
road a mud-slick. We both had numerous slips and slides, and need-
less to say, the inches thick mud slowed our progress considerably. 
It also left our gear and bikes beyond filthy, which eliminated most 
shifting and braking ability, and clipless pedal releases (slip sliding 
away!). We pushed on until about midnight (thankfully there was no 
sunset) because of the promise of Eagle Plains’ hot showers and rest. 
But! The day wasn’t all bad – we didn’t see the grizzly with a reputa-
tion for chasing us “meals on wheels,” and we did see a bobcat, some 
arctic hares, a beautiful double-rainbow, some of the most incredible 
landscapes either of us have ever imagined, and I learned to handle 
my bike through mud.

Day 4: We spent the hilariously, gloriously sunny morning shak-
ing and washing mud out of absolutely everything, and eating food. 
Our bikes’ drivetrains were completely seized, so we spent about 
3 hours bringing them back from the dead by clearing out cables, 
cleaning off the chains and sprockets, etc. It was time well spent be-
cause when we finally started riding them, they actually worked! We 
had a nice sunny ride 78km through cloud and mountain formations 
I just don’t understand, and really can’t seem to photograph. We 
crossed the Arctic Circle – wahooooooo! Definitely somewhere I’d 
never thought I’d ride a bike!!! We also got 4 separate warnings about 
an upcoming grizzly on the road, so after a bit of a tense section, we 
relaxed and found a campsite near a gorgeous river. We made lentil 
curry without adding too much spice this time, and discovered that 
the previous day’s mud had somehow managed to get inside one of 
the bear canisters and inside plastic bags to our granola and gorp. I 
sorted through the food to make sure we had something to eat the 
next day, but it was getting time to find a grocery store somewhere.
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Day 5: We woke up to rain, and lollygagged “waiting for the road 
to dry out.” We then hit the road, and shockingly, it wasn’t dry! We 
rode the morning away, climbing hills, descending without brakes, 
and taking in the tundra scenery. At the top of one of the longest 
hills was the NWT border!!! We changed our watches and stood 
at the top in ridiculous tundra winds. After literally being pushed 
through a narrow valley by a tailwind, we caught up to two others 
also cycling the highway, and ate lunch together on the side of the 
road swatting bugs. We then motored along to Fort McPherson and 
afore-promised groceries, crossing the Peel river on a very fun ferry! 
We continued along through pouring rain before being stopped by 
a truck that informed us there were no food establishments in the 
Fort, and no grocery stores open until 10am the next day – dang 
it! We backtracked to a truck stop where they told us there was 
food, and then back further to a campground after eating. At the 
campground we found our biking friends and had a lovely evening 
together, cleaning our bikes and laughing at the highway.

Day 6: We biked the few kilometres into town and into a REAL 
GROCERY STORE!!!! We restocked with food and I came out of 
there with chocolate milk, yogurt, a banana, an orange, a peach, ap-
plesauce, a pepper, and a cucumber (amongst other less notable food 
items). Refueled on the good stuff, we absolutely ripped the next 
60kms to the Mackenzie River ferry! The ferry took us across the 
river, where we had lunch, and continued on our way through pretty 
decent weather on the flattest road either of us had ever seen. The 
road was flat, straight, and surrounded on both sides by scrubby lit-
tle trees, brush, and the occasional lake. And then it rained – poured, 
really – for a good long time. We were drenched, the road became a 
giant mess, but thankfully it wasn’t freezing cold. The Dempster mud 
is slippery when wet, and we’d gotten quite good at staying rubber-
side-down, but it takes a lot of work and it’s not too quick. Just when 
our spirits were getting a bit low and our drivetrains were skipping 
like school-girls, we found a great spot to camp. Definitely the mud-
diest we had yet been after 170km, and a mere 37km from Inuvik.... 
tomorrow’s reward.

Day 7: It was my birthday, so I could do laundry, have a shower, 
eat ice cream, sleep in, FINISH THE DEMPSTER AND GET TO 
INUVIK if I wanted to. And believe me, I did. We spent the morning 
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cleaning the bikes back to moderate functionality (no brakes, shift-
ing, or drive train functionality at this point), and hit the road. The 
pouring rain we heard all night did a real number on the road. The 
stickiest, deepest mud yet managed to actually jam my wheels at two 
points, and made for slow going. The headwind also did it’s best to 
extinguish my mental birthday candles, but with 37kms between us 
and the end, even the Dempster couldn’t find anything to keep us 
away. We made it!!! It was a different world up there... The clouds 
seemed higher, the space bigger, the mosquitos more numerous, the 
realities of life just a bit different, and the sun a constant.

Max flew away from me, Inuvik, and his shattered, spare-parts 
bike he sold for $60, on fancy aluminum plane-wings. I hitchhiked 
back through to Prince George, and pointed my tires east. 38 days of 
sunshine, open roads, closed roads, trails, mountains, friends, hos-
pitality, and Canadiana at its finest later; and I was in Halifax, dip-
ping the front wheel of my beloved bike, Nutterbutt, into the Atlantic 
Ocean. Thanks for 12000km of magic, now time to go to work. :)

Crossing the Arctic Circle.
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Bivouac.com
Canadian Mountain Encyclopedia

• Maps
• Trails
• Trip reports
• Road Bulletins
• Photos

For hiking and mountaineering. Covers all of Canada and the USA.

Available Now! 
A Century of Antics, Epics, and Escapades: The Varsity 

Outdoor Club 1917-2017
http://www.ubc-voc.com/varsity-outdoor-club/book
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CLUB LIFE AND 
REFLECTIONS

VOCers participate in the Centennial Skinny Dip Challenge.

Devon and George working on the new floor at Harrison in 2017.
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Ross Campbell ready to empty the Brew Hut outhouse... manually! Photo 
credit: Birgit Rogalla.

New Year’s Eve singalong at Phelix Hut. Photo credit: Alberto Contreras-Sanz.
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VOCers practice knots at Intro to Mountaineering. Photo credit: Cora Skaien.

Sunrise over tent city, Burns ‘n’ Turns 2017. Photo credit: Genevieve Savard.
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VOC’S GREATEST 
CONTRIBUTIONS OVER 100 

YEARS
Compiled by Pat Duffy, Karl Ricker, and Bruce McKnight

Revised September 27, 2017

The list below is the fourth iteration of the list initially compiled 
at the Vancouver Island Grad Chapter get-together in the spring of 
2016. The list was passed around to others very familiar with club 
exploits over the years, then reviewed at the September 2016 Larch 
Lurch (annual get-together in the Rockies of grads from 1955-1965), 
passed around again, and then reviewed at the grads’ reunion at 
Silverstar in March 2017. There were many suggestions along the 
way. The following list attempts to include all of the valuable contri-
butions (though it is generalized in places). Here we go!

• The exploration and development (of trails, etc.) to ALL cor-
ners of Garibaldi Park — beginning in the 1940s and continu-
ing, more or less, to the present.

• The founding and development of the Mountain Equipment 
Cooperative (MEC) — from a small sales office in the late 
1960s to what is now several megastores across Canada. MEC 
uses profits to support product development, expeditions, and 
many environmental initiatives. Several club members have 
been Directors of this Cooperative.

• The establishment of the VOC Journal — begun in 1958, and 
now a bookstore seller. The Journal is a source of club activ-
ity news, route description, expedition reports, discussion, 
and (lately) world travel.  Hilarity is a keynote feature of the 
publication.
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• The Culbert Guide to Climbing in the Coastal Ranges of BC 
— slowly ground out by several people in the VOC clubroom 
in the 1960s. This was at the same time as the development of 
outstanding rock routes on the Squamish Chief, which led to 
the publication of the first route guide on the monolith and the 
construction of a climber’s bivouac hut on the Dance Platform, 
a mid-level broad ledge on the Grand Wall.

• The construction of unlocked alpine huts, along with signifi-
cant trail clearing to reach them. Two were built in Garibaldi 
Park (though the one on “Pringle Ridge” was flattened by snow 
creep) and three were built elsewhere: Brew Hut (as shown on 
the Celebration poster) near Whistler, Harrison Hut on the 
north edge of the Pemberton Icefield, and the Brian Waddington 
Hut in the Hobbit Group, north of D’arcy, BC. In the 1960s-70s 
the club also looked after an old hut at McGillivray Pass and the 
historic Kulshan Cabin at Mt. Baker.

• The first ascent of Siwash Rock on skis!  Also, the placement of 
89 Long-Hikers on the summit of the West Lion (and then the 
fog lifted!) in 1953. (At that time the only access to Lions Bay 
was by boat!)

• The development of mountaineering and bush skills in its 
members — leading after graduation to memberships in the 
Alpine Club of Canada, the British Columbia Mountaineering 
Club, the Kootenay Mountaineering Club, the Caledonian 
Ramblers, and others.  That is, the club has been a “feeder” of 
new members (and executive roles) to these clubs.

• The recognition of significant scholars, humanitarians, indus-
try leaders and artisans (e.g., two Rhodes Scholars, one Nobel 
Prize winner, two or more to the Order of Canada, geographic 
society medalists, etc.), as well as registered mountain guides 
and one National Park mountain rescue warden.

• Participation in the first completed ski traverse of the Coast 
Mountains from Pitt Lake (Fraser River) to Skagway, Alaska. 
A few years later, one of those participants organized and com-
pleted (accompanied by another VOCer) the first ski traverse 
through the St. Elias Mountains from Haines on the Alaskan 
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Panhandle, through the Yukon and to the Cordova Highway in 
Alaska — some 675 km traversing, with a traverse over the Mt. 
Logan massif en route!

• Initiation of the construction of the Howe Sound Crest Trail 
from Cypress Bowl to Mt. Unnecessary (completed to Porteau 
Cove by a government workforce in the later years of the 1970s).

• The development of many renowned geologists and foresters, 
some striking it rich and providing significant contributions to 
society (e.g., the Biodiversity Museum at UBC, Agrifair Barn in 
the North Thompson and elsewhere).

• Exploration of many mountain ranges of British Columbia: 
notably the Coast, Cascade, Cariboo, Columbia and Rocky 
Mountains, as well as the St. Elias Mountains of BC-Yukon and 
(not to be overlooked) Vancouver Island. Several parties have 
ascended Mt. Waddington, and one party first ascended the 
all-Canadian route to the summit of Mt. Fairweather. (Seven-
eighths of the mountain is in Alaska!)

• Contribution of several scientists to both South and North 
Polar expeditions. Most notably are geological surveys; several 
are biological endeavours.

• Construction of the three-floor Whistler “Chalet” (1965-69), 
now in private ownership as a very successful and “re-polished” 
traveler’s hostel. As of 2016, the structure has been designated a 
“heritage building” at Whistler and cannot be torn down.

• Founding of the intra-collegiate Thunderbird Ski Team after the 
club moved to Grouse Mountain around 1920 (where the club 
built two or more cabins). The club was founded on Hollyburn 
Ridge and participated in many hijinks on both Grouse and 
Hollyburn before moving to Seymour in 1950, with the con-
struction of a very large and (initially) very popular cabin.

• Organization, participation in and assistance by club members 
to the First Canadian Himalayan Expedition (1964). This was 
followed by several other higher Himalayan ventures, and 
similarly outstanding efforts in the Andes by the club’s grad 
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members. Yes, there have been VOCers on some of the world-
famous Eight-Thousanders!

• Lastly… a cauldron of ever-lasting friendships and marriages, 
through and across the decades — and that is a reason why 
many attended the centennial celebrations. You know the mot-
to: once a student VOCer, you are a VOCer for life!

We have avoided mentioning names above, but now we will rec-
ognize one: Fred Roots. Fred was organizer of the first post-exam 
treks to Garibaldi, a significant member of the Norwegian-British-
Swedish Antarctic Expedition (1959-62), leader of the Canadian 
Polar Continental Shelf Expedition (1958 – ca. 1965), leader of 
the First Canadian Himalayan Expedition (1964), instigator of the 
Canadian-Centennial Range Expedition (1967), and an unofficial 
polar diplomat on behalf of Canada. To the world, he was a legend 
of polar exploration — but Iola Knight, who was in the audience 
of the century celebrations, remembers “her” Freddie of the 1940s 
in the VOC.  Fred passed away October 18, 2016 at the age of 93.  
Nonetheless, he was at the celebrations in spirit.
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MOSQUITO SEX
Roland Burton

Most of you have had personal experiences with mosquitoes. I 
don’t claim to be an expert, but I am curious. Here, all gathered in 
one place for your convenience and enjoyment, is what I have been 
able to learn about mosquitoes.

What piqued my interest was the thought that when I killed a 
mosquito I was exterminating a product of perhaps a hundred mil-
lion years of evolution, and wasn’t that awesome? That mosquito 
was never going to have babies. On further thought, I realized that it 
didn’t make any difference to me or to the world or to the world mos-
quito population. Buddhists and some other religions that believe 
in reincarnation may be concerned that I have just destroyed one of 
my reincarnated ancestors, but we won’t go there. Mosquitoes don’t 
much expect the survival of the individual; it’s the species that they 
are designed to reproduce.

So, what does a mosquito do for entertainment? What is its ji-
had, what does it do for fun?  When it gets up in the morning and 
kisses the spouse and goes off to work, where is it working?

Let’s start with the adult mosquito because that’s probably the 
one we know best. How do you tell if it’s male or female?  If it’s trying 
to bite, then it’s female. Males don’t bite, they just stay home all day 
watching TV. No, they suck juices from plants; they are vegetarians. 
Besides vegetables, the females need animal protein to reproduce. 
How much, how often?  We’re getting into actual data here, so off to 
the Internet. After wading through several sites featuring mosquito 
porn videos (...?), we finally get to the Wikipedia article which has 
way too much information. It says that there are about 2000 different 
species of mosquitoes, so let’s pick on one, chosen at random.

Where do babies come from? Well, it’s complicated, and 
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important, because that’s what mosquitoes are for: making more 
mosquitoes, just like mice make more mice, bears make more bears, 
and so on. So, a female mosquito, of correct species, properly ferti-
lized and fed, lays a raft of about 200 eggs in water. In due course the 
eggs hatch into larvae which eat stuff in the water for a few days, then 
after shedding their exoskeleton a few times, they turn into pupa, 
which in about a day split open to release fully formed mosquitoes. 
They fly off just like helicopters, in search of plant juices, and mos-
quitoes of the opposite sex. The females soon get a hankering for 
protein and are encouraged in their search by various tasty chemi-
cals given off by higher life forms (carbon dioxide, nonanone), and 
confused by chemicals such as DEET. They have two stomachs, one 
for salad and one for protein (blood). A full mosquito is a thing of 
beauty with its protein stomach full of ruby-red blood. When in all 
this does the male mosquito get to do its thing?

From Wikipedia: “Adult mosquitoes usually mate within a few 
days after emerging from the pupal stage. In most species, the males 
form large swarms, usually around dusk, and the females fly into the 
swarms to mate.

Males typically live for about 5–7 days, feeding on nectar and 
other sources of sugar. After obtaining a full blood meal, the female 
will rest for a few days while the blood is digested and eggs are de-
veloped. This process depends on the temperature, but usually takes 
two to three days in tropical conditions. Once the eggs are fully de-
veloped, the female lays them and resumes host-seeking.

The cycle repeats itself until the female dies. While females can 
live longer than a month in captivity, most do not live longer than 
one to two weeks in nature. Their lifespans depend on temperature, 
humidity, and their ability to successfully obtain a blood meal while 
avoiding host defenses and predators.” 

Other mosquito features, some anecdotal:

Why are the mosquitoes in the early spring large and slow, com-
pared to the autumn ones?  I don’t know.

How fast can a mosquito fly?  About 2km/hour, so a breeze 
might be good.

Can your immune system get desensitized to mosquito bites, so 
they don’t itch at all?  Yes, probably a lot of bites over several years, will 
do it. The immunity seems to go away if you don’t get enough bites.
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Do male mosquitoes have the pointy thing at the front, the pro-
boscis, like the one the female one has?  Yes, the male proboscis is 
hairy, and the hairs are used to detect the sound of female mosqui-
toes. Honestly, that’s what it says!

Do mosquitoes have mouths? I don’t think so; the food seems to 
come in through the proboscis. The larval mosquitoes probably have 
mouths, no legs, but they have a bunch of hair or something at the 
mouth end which they use for snaring food.

Mosquitoes as a disease vector? It is claimed that world-wide, 
700 million people get ill from mosquito-borne diseases every year, 
resulting in a million fatalities. So even if you do get ill from a mos-
quito-borne disease, you probably won’t die from it, but we are kind 
of straying from the topic. The mosquito probably doesn’t care about 
disease.

What about mosquitoes and VOC trips? I have had two medical 
adventures regarding mosquitoes. One young lady got a mosquito 
bite, decided she was going into anaphylactic shock, took her only 
antihistamine tablet, called 911 on her cell phone, and we spent the 
rest of the day driving around to find the ambulance that was dis-
patched, then looking for a store where we could buy more antihis-
tamines. In the other adventure, a different young lady took a lot of 
antihistamines to guard against mosquito reactions, and they made 
her very drowsy, but that was OK. 

Of course, besides mosquitoes, we have horse flies, deer flies, 
black flies, no-see-ums and some strange fly that is found on Mt 
Seymour and which tastes sweet when you eat it.  Somebody else can 
write about them.
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VOC JOKES AND ONE-
LINERS

Lucy Buchanan-Parker, Elliott Skierszkan, and Joe O’Brien

As told to the attendees of the Centennial Banquet…
• Knock, knock. Who’s there? Talus. Talus who? Talus about our 

next speaker.
• Knock, knock. Who’s there? Orange. Orange who? Orange 

fleece.
• I wasn’t sure about going climbing with VOCers… but someone 

roped me in.
• You know what they say about sex in the backcountry… it’s in 

tents.
• How many telemarkers does it take to screw in a lightbulb? Two, 

one to change the bulb and the other to say, “nice turns!”
• How many VOCers does it take to screw in a lightbulb? None, 

VOCers don’t screw in lightbulbs, they screw in sleeping bags.
• It’s true, skiing is a winter activity, but for many new VOCers, it’s 

more of a fall sport.
• What’s the difference between a VOCer and a mutual fund? 

Eventually the mutual fund matures and makes a little money.
• What did Scarface say after learning to climb? Say hello to my 

little friend.
• What do mountains talk about? A range of topics.
• A VOCer, a BCMCer, and ACCer walk in  to Lake Lovelywater… 

Just kidding, only the VOCer hiked in.
• What does a VOCer say an hour into a first date? That’s enough 

talk about me, let’s talk about climbing!



345

Club Life and Reflections

A YEAR OF HOT SPRINGS
Roland Burton

I planned this year to be, for me, the year of the hot spring. To 
achieve this goal I wanted to visit all the handy hot springs within 
driving distance from Vancouver. As this is mostly a driving project 
and I have a Jeep, this seemed like it would not be a lot of work. 
There’s a string of hot springs along the Lillooet River, stretching 
from Harrison to Meager. These are Harrison, Clear Creek, Sloquet, 
Skookumchuk or T’sek, Keyhole or Pebble Creek, and Meager. I 
crossed Harrison off the list because it is too up-market; you’d be 
lucky to get away with spending under $200 to stay at the old Harrison 
Hotel. Besides, I was there about thirty years ago. Lately Keyhole has 
been closed because tourists have been training the bears to think 
that people supply food.  So we crossed Keyhole off the list.  I bought 
a copy of the third edition of Hot Springs of Western Canada and I 
was ready to go.

May 2017 Clear Creek Hot Spring with Carla and Alex 
Sylvester. None of us had been to this one previously and we didn’t 
have any recommendations, warnings, or instructions, other than 
the description in the guidebook. It wasn’t at all difficult to find, 
and the GPS was used mostly for encouragement. About 200 km 
of driving, round trip from home, plus 100 m of hiking. We went 
mid-week, so it was not crowded; we saw four other people there, 
but apparently it gets a lot of drunks from Harrison Village on the 
weekends. Some rather dilapidated tubs, plus a large lukewarm pool 
with mud and frogs.

June 2017 Installing the solar lighting at Harrison Hut with 
Cassandra, her sister Mel, Chelsea the Solar Panel Carrier, and Sarah 
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Chay. Of course any trip to the Harrison Hut might as well include 
the Meager Hot Spring. Mid-week, all ours.  

July 2017 Finally, after waiting for the snow to be definitely gone, 
the west side of Harrison Lake, including Sloquet Hot Spring and 
T’sek (Skookumchuk) Hot Spring, with Sarah Taylor and Jason Chi. 
Way too much driving on rough roads, but I particularly wanted to 
see Sloquet as it was a sort of a cult hot spring. We spent one night 
at Sloquet and one night at T’sek. From T’sek it is only a 5 hou drive 
to Vancouver if you don’t waste too much time in the Macdonald’s 
in Pemberton. 

August 2017 Solar Eclipse at Meager.  This was originally 
Artem’s trip with grandiose plans about seeing the solar eclipse from 
atop Mt Overseer, grass skirts, and other sun god worship parapher-
nalia.  But Artem bailed and I ended up filling my Jeep with total 
strangers, mostly female, including one young lady who wasn’t even 
in the Club. We spent hours taking turns looking at the sun, which 
was tolerable because we were mostly in warm water.  

Sept 2017 Harrison Hut helicopter supply trip, + Meager.  The 
crew got the new bridge installed and a steel door and new floor 
flown into the hut, then Josi and I dropped down to the Meager Hot 
Spring. It was a weekend and I don’t usually do weekends. It was 
interesting to see that it was relatively crowded, and everybody wore 
clothes. 

October 2017 Snowspider Hut with a side trip to T’sek Hot 
Spring, with Lucy and Alberto, and Flo and Max.  The plan was to 
leave Vancouver Friday afternoon, spend the night at T’sek, then go 
up Twin One Creek FSR and find the Snowspider Hut and spend 
a second night there. At T’sek another VOC carload (with Sarah 
Taylor, Ian Johnson, Alex, and Kay) arrived after most of us had al-
ready gone to bed. The next morning, back at Twin One, there was 
just enough fresh snow to make route-finding interesting and to 
discourage us from trying to climb Mt. Snowspider.

So there you have it. For a brief time I was a member of the 
exclusive “hot springs every month” club.  For those of you who may 
be interested in visiting hot springs, here’s some advice.

Go mid-week. Avoid weekends unless you like crowds of rowdy 
drunks. If you are a rowdy drunk yourself, go whenever you like.

Choose your hot spring wisely. You might want to consider 
quality, size, location, access, whether managed or not, solitude, and 
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history if you are into that. Here’s what I have seen, going from best 
to least best.
• Meager: The best, lots of water, big pools, well made but sadly 

falling apart since access became difficult after the 2010 slide. 
Currently the Authorities don’t want you to be there, but that 
doesn’t seem to be stopping visitors prepared to do the 10 km 
walk. A new road will change access, maybe by next spring. 
Whether this will cause all sorts of locked gates, or whether the 
Authorities will decide that Meager isn’t dangerous, remains to 
be seen.

• T’sek, or Skookumchuk: An interesting assortment of plastic 
hot tubs, cedar tubs, and half a septic tank. Actively managed; 
fee for use is less than the cost of the gas you burn getting there. 
Water temperatures can be modified, but you may have trouble 
getting people to agree on what temperature you all want. Lots 
of tubs so you can get about as much solitude as you need, un-
less you are a VOC party in which case you might be trying to 
see how many people you can get into one tub.

• Sloquet: Natural, perhaps too natural. If you like small shallow 
gravel pools beside a cold river, this might be your kind of hot 
spring. Water temperature ranges from too hot to cold, with 
not a lot in the human range. Access involves lots of driving on 
rough roads, either via Harrison Lake or via Pemberton and 
T’sek.

• Clear Creek: Has history, lots of driving, and enough hot water 
for a small party. Apparently it’s a zoo on weekends.

• Keyhole: The Lillooet River Hydro project has ensured that 
there will be access to the trailhead and the 2 km trail is not a 
challenge. Unfortunately the Authorities have closed the trail 
because tourists have been feeding the bears either intention-
ally or accidentally and the bears now associate humans with 
food, which is never a good thing. If you can get by the bears 
and the Authorities, the five pools are cemented on the side 
of a cliff and are, respectively, way too hot, too hot, nice, OK, 
and OK with nearby frogs. I can see how it could become very 
crowded on a weekend. A good place to go if you like to harvest 
abandoned clothes, muddy towels, etc.
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And finally, there is an amoeba which likes hot water, can tun-
nel up your nose and into your brain, and is guaranteed to kill you 
within two weeks even if diagnosed and treated agressively. Check 
the Wikipedia for Naegleria fowleri, colloquially known as the 
“brain-eating amoeba”. It’s now more than two weeks since I was in 
a hot spring and I am still alive, so I guess I didn’t get infected. Keep 
the water out of your nose!
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IRON CHEF AT BREW HUT
Erica Haugland

The snow started falling about halfway up the logging road, as 
we snuggled in the back of the car.

After arriving at the trailhead, we leisurely hiked to Brew Hut, 
making it there in less than three hours.   The large group battled 
through snow and slippery rocks, but made it to the hut in high 
spirits.  After unpacking and settling in, the group played copious 
amounts of cards, awaiting the true challenge.

After approximately 1000 false announcements, the secret in-
gredient was unveiled. Drum roll please……. CRANBERRIES, in 
all forms, including juice, jelly and raw. With excitement high, soon 
after the teams went to work.

As the teams cooked frantically, Judge Erica (Haugland) pestered 
with interview questions, while Judge Artem (Babaian) documented 
the perfected process.

Team Morimoto

Dish: Main – Garlic Mashed Potatoes with shiitake mushrooms, 
prosciutto and spicy cranberry sauce.   Dessert – Strawberry apple 
crepes, topped with chocolate and sweet cranberry sauce.

What would you consider is your team’s upper hand?   Our ex-
tensive kitchen setup and backcountry pantry  (as seen by the 100 
spices stored in test tubes).

Team Sakai

Dish: Main – Chili, with a subtle cranberry undertone. Dessert– 
Cranberry Crême Brulée.
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If you had three words to describe your dish, what would they 
be? Multicultural, extraordinary, stylish.   And a quote, excellently 
executed to accompany, “Shoot for the stars.  Even if you miss, you 
will land on the moon.”

Team Kenichi

Dish: Main – Chickenless Butter Chicken, with butter infused 
cranberries (a variation of a VOC heritage recipe). In their own 
words, “Christmas in Hawaii”.  Dessert – Cranberry caramelized ap-
ple crumble.

On a scale of one to ten, how stressed are you and your team? 
Sadie (Cameron) – Now, like the rest of my life, a solid ten.  Rest of 
team – Feeling good, pretty chill, a two.

Team Michiba

Dish: Main – Dahl, garnished with cranberry to soften the 
spice. Dessert – Backcountry brownies with chili and cranber-
ries.  Common theme – spicy, but sweet.

Chef Jamil Koller bringing the heat to Creme Brulée à la backcountry. Photo 
credit: Artem Babaian
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What is your biggest challenge moving forward? It must be tim-
ing, and ensuring our dish is not to hot, but not to cold.  A Goldilocks 
situation, if you will.

After some serious judging (eating, while everyone else drools), a 
winner came out on top.  Congratulations to TEAM MICHIBA!  And 
now the real fun, the potluck!!! I can easily say that I have never 
had such amazing food in the backcountry, or been so full. After the 
excellent dinner, the group settles into the VOC songbooks and sang 
until bed.

After a leisurely morning of cards, while the brave summited 
Mount Brew, the team started down to the cars.  The sky cleared near 
the end, revealing the beautiful scenery, giving a perfect ending to a 
perfect weekend.

With full bellies, and satisfied spirits, the group headed back to 
Vancouver. In the wise words of Sadie, “the real prize is the friend-
ships we make along the way.”   Three cheers for us, one for Joe 
O’Brien, our Chancellor and trip organizer, and one for the VOC!

Chef Kat(harina Rothe) adds flavour to their incredible dishes. Photo credit: 
Artem Babaian and Katharina Rothe.
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NOT WHAT I EXPECTED
Julia Ramos Bujalil

My last year of high school was a blur. Most days were similar 
and blended into each other, glued together by the collective antici-
pation leading up to graduation. During those endless days of classes 
I would go to the VOC website and read trip reports. I saw snow 
covered peaks and turquoise lakes surrounded by infinite green ex-
panses. I even made some of the pictures my screen savers. Honestly, 
the VOC was one of the main reasons I came to UBC. It has not at 
all been what I expected.

  The first thing I realized is that the trips are hard. Seriously, 
sometimes even the “beginner friendly” ones. Before moving to 
Vancouver, I considered myself pretty tough from playing soccer for 
ten years but soon learned that nature is hard in an entirely different 
way. It doesn’t give a fuck about you. It’ll freeze you and bury you 
under the snow and rain down on you and the sun will set and the 
wind will blow with absolutely no regard for your existence. I guess 
this is pretty obvious to some people but having lived in a huge city 
my entire life this was a brand-new realization. Also, the people I 
met in the VOC are strong and so much braver than I think I can be 
sometimes. In a way, I’m intimidated by them because they’re just 
so athletic and knowledgeable and confident. Sometimes it stops me 
from going on trips because I know that I’ll be struggling to keep 
up the whole time. Nonetheless, I know that at least I need to try. 
Getting out there is the only way. Maybe one day I’ll feel like I’m one 
of them, like I’ve amassed enough knowledge to carry the label of 
“outdoorsy person”. Although in a way I feel like I’m already part of 
it, even though I just got started.

 I have also been introduced to a concept known as Type Two 
fun. I guess it just means that you are cold and miserable while it’s 
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happening but once it’s over you can’t wait to do it again. I’ve learned 
that once you accept you are going have an underlying feeling of 
discomfort the whole time you can start to have fun. You also have 
to override the mental struggle of being exhausted and insecure and 
vulnerable in a place you’ve never been. I guess I’m pretty scared of 
most things, even though I’m learning to push past it by getting out 
there anyway.

My first trip to Brian Waddington (Phelix) Hut was a mix of 
pain and elation, with a backdrop of beautiful views throughout. I 
remember brushing my teeth beneath a moon so bright it cast shad-
ows, wondering how it was possible for a place so breathtaking to 
even exist. There were so many stars, and the longer I looked at the 
sky the more I saw. On the same trip, I cried a little as I stood on a 
ridge in my snowshoes because I was afraid I would slide off and 
hit my head on a rock or something. But watching the sunrise that 
morning was amazing, and I remember thinking how bright and 
colourful light could be as it reflected on the snow.  Whoever said the 
sky is blue was wrong, because I’ve seen it turn orange, gray, pink, 
white and purple within the same day. 

 The other thing is that the people I’ve met have left me in com-
plete awe and have genuinely confirmed that I should have faith 
in humanity. I’m blown away by these strangers who give up their 
weekend to be with you and get to know you and teach you what 
they know. I also remember my socks being wet and Tom Curran 
just giving me his boots so I wouldn’t be cold. And Lucy Buchanan-
Parker waiting for me while I struggled to trudge up a slope in my 
snowshoes. And Elliott Skierzkan waiting for me too as I tumbled 
and fell into the snow repeatedly because apparently, I had forgotten 
how to ski. And they never made me feel bad about it and were so 
patient and selfless. I don’t know if these are common features of 
people who like to spend their time outdoors but it definitely feels 
like it. I think being in nature fills you up and helps you see the good 
in things, and I’m so glad to have met all these people even if it’s just 
been for a weekend so far. Nowhere else have I encountered people 
who seen so calm and content.

 Today I posted my first trip report, like the ones I read during 
those long high school days. I guess I’m a VOCer now, and I couldn’t 
be happier. I’m so glad I get to be a part of something so exciting 
and beautiful and that has given me more confidence than any other 
thing I’ve done, despite my constant crashing into the snow. 
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CENTENNIAL SKINNY DIP 
CHALLENGE

Lucy Buchanan-Parker

It was a long winter. Creeks and lakes were covered by snow well 
into June. Still, I felt the VOC needed a complement to President 
Nick’s Peak Bagging Challenge. I was in the final throes of the 
Centennial Coffee Table Book and was thinking about the funda-
mental essence of the VOC that has remained unchanged since its 
earliest days: Groups of friends being somewhat silly in the back-
country, working together on common goals, and taking photos of 
people’s bare bums. I resolved to design a challenge that would help 
us keep this essence alive, and honour the VOC’s hundredth year at 
the same time. Thus, the Centennial Skinny Dip Challenge was born. 

The challenge was simple: Could the VOC collectively swim in 
100 bodies of water in our hundredth summer of existence? I wanted 
to make the primary challenge a collective one to motivate people 
to actually register their dips, although several sub-challenges were 
more individual in nature. We eventually settled on the competi-
tion period of 100 days leading up to the Centennial Banquet on 
September 2nd, 2017.

There were only a few rules:
• The Pacific Ocean only counted as one body of water (dit-

to for the Atlantic). I didn’t have a good enough grasp of 
oceanography to say whether a bay within an inlet within a 
sea counted once or three times. 

• Hot springs counted only once for the whole hot spring, 
e.g., you couldn’t bag 10 dips by going into every tub at 
Skookumchuk (now T’sek). 

• In order for a dip to count, submersion of the shoulders was 
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required. This could be achieved by lying down in the water 
if necessary. 

• Actual nakedness was not a requirement but a preference. I 
didn’t want this challenge to exclude people who were not 
comfortable naked. Except for Tom Curran, he loves being 
naked and is never embarrassed by it, so nakedness was re-
quired for his dips to count. 

Over the course of the summer, I loved seeing new entries ap-
pear on the spreadsheet each week. It felt like a little window into the 
trips people had been on. I read of desperately needed cooling dips 
after a long, hot day; of dips that just had to be taken in celebration 
of the beauty of the area; and of mandatory dips where swimming 
across the body of water was a necessary component of a traverse. 
Linda Strubbe dipped in the Gulf of Guinea off the west coast of 
Africa, Vincent Hanlon dipped off the coast of New Brunswick, and 
Roseanna Gamlen-Greene dipped off Haida Gwaii. My favourites 
were probably the tarns and streams dipped in, to paraphrase George 
Mallory, just because they were there:

“Awkward sideways entry off sharp slippery rocks at this hor-
rendous swimming spot.” –Vincent Hanlon, Atlantic Ocean, July 29

“When a swim is so good that it makes you bail on your peak 
bagging objectives.” –Genevieve Savard, deep tarn on Golden Hinde, 
August 6

“This one was so shallow and muddy, I had to go back to Tarn 1 
for a rinse.” –Anne Vialettes, Coquihalla Mountain Tarn 2, August 
29

“Fairly disgusting tarn on the trail to Black Mountain with no 
real redeeming features.” –Ross Campbell, August 29

The final tally in that 100-day period was 134 different bod-
ies of water. We held a mass dip and awards ceremony at Tower 
Beach on Saturday, September 2nd, where 14 of us dipped in the 
perfect late summer waters and simultaneously won the prize for 
most VOCers in the same body of water at the same time. The other 



356

VOC Journal 60, 2018

sub-competitions were won as follows:

Individual competition: 
Winner: Ross Campbell, 27 dips  
Runners up: Anne Vialettes, 25 dips; Vincent Hanlon, 15 dips 

Trip leader: Most trips with dips  
Winners: A three way tie for Roland Burton, Ross Campbell, and 
George Hill, with 2 trips each (Roland would have won this cat-
egory outright if he had bothered to enter his eclipse trip to Meager 
on the spreadsheet! Just goes to show you how important those 
entries are!)  
 
Trip leader: Most dips on their trips  
Winner: Ross Campbell, 13 dips on his trips  
Runners up: George Hill, 9 dips on his trips; Noriko Okamoto, 9 
dips on her trips  
 
Best Dip:  
Caitlin Schneider, Julien Renard, and Kike Colomes for dipping in 
a lake found in the ice caves at the summit of Mt Rainier. 

Mass dippers at Tower Beach. Photo credit: Overly enthusiastic passerby.
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A LETTER TO BEGINNER-
FRIENDLY TRIPS

Emily Kuang

For many, although the experience may differ, the story is the 
same: an unquenchable thirst to step out of their comfort zone plus 
a VOC trip equals new worldview. It’s a tried and true equation that 
repeats itself as often as the water cycle. Precip + Cold temp = snow, 
just as VOC beginner friendly trip + snow = skier. 

“Beginner friendly” itself is a contested term. As I’ve come to 
know it, it merely means that one needs no previous skill. Sometimes 
this means a jaunt up to Red Heather, and others a hours long epic 
to Phelix and beyond. The common thread uniting all these efforts 
is enthusiasm. You need not look around very far in the club to 
find someone who’s been in a beginner friendly trip that wasn’t as 
friendly as it seemed. You would be hard pressed however, to find 
someone who came back from one of those trips wishing they had 
never done it. The beginner friendly trip often challenges and tests, 
but ultimately raises one to new heights. 

And more than just challenging physically, the beginner friendly 
trip challenges you mentally. The backcountry demands respect, 
from those who have been there for one day or a thousand, and be-
ginners quickly realize when they’ve left their ski jacket or gloves at 
home, or when their borrowed shoes are two sizes too big. 

It is the pleasure of the club, then, to spark and witness these mo-
ments when beginners, some of whom have never felt comfortable 
outdoors in their life, suddenly laugh after staring up a steep slope 
and thrive. As trip leaders or experienced hikers, we may offer mole-
skin or a spare pair of mittens, but it’s truly the spirit of the beginner 
that defies physics or cold. For beginners can survive without gear 
that experienced backpackers would refuse to leave without, never 
doubt their limits even though they don’t know exactly how far that 
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hut is, and most of all, grin even when everything is shite. 
So many of these beginner trips have been run that no doubt 

some of the “beginners” that went on those trips are now seasoned 
backpackers, skiers, climbers, and professionals. I too, learned to feel 
comfortable in the backcountry through beginner friendly trips, and 
without them, or the people I met, I know for sure my life would be 
a lot more boring. 

If you scroll back through the calendar, you’ll find beginner trips 
ranging from every discipline to every place you can imagine. To 
aid these, a fleet of pre-loved gear has been lovingly assembled and 
taken care of. The countless numbers of volunteer hours that have 
been contributed by the exec and club to run these beginner friendly 
trips, whether to ensure their safety, or provide gear, is immeasur-
able. Without a doubt, the VOC will continue being an indispensa-
ble resource for folks of all backgrounds to get into the backcountry 
for years to come. And to all of the people who made the beginner 
friendly trips I went on happen: a heartfelt thank you.

So, next time you see a gear master, exec, or another club mem-
ber, bake them some cookies or give them a high five. You survived 
that long night without any extra layers, a garbage bag, and three 
bags of chips. You’re awesome. We all are. So is the backcountry. Let’s 
go.
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VOC CENTENNIAL REPORT
Else Bosman

Leading up to the centennial weekend 

As this journal gets published, the VOC is closing off its centen-
nial year. The club has come a long way in 100 years, overcoming 
many logistical and technical difficulties, we can now roam easier 
and further into BC’s Coastal mountains than we ever could. The 
ways in which we explore the backcountry have changed tremen-
dously, but the spirit of the club has remained remarkably the same 
over the past hundred years!  

How little did we know about the task that was going to rest on 
our shoulders, when we started talking about organizing the VOC 
Centennial in May 2016. A small group of involved VOCers started 
talking about organizing some sort of festivity to celebrate the 100th 
anniversary of the club. Kevin Pierce as Centennial Tzar would lead 
the troops into 1) Organizing some sort of celebration 2) Making 
some sort of document that would give a glance into the glory of the 
history of our club, and 3) reach out to all alumni to invite them to 
number 1 and get them involved for the production of number 2. So 
that is what we did! Elliott Skierszkan took the lead on the produc-
tion of what is now the wonderful “Epics, Antics and Escapades”, 
while Cora Skaien, Lianne McRadu, and myself started the party 
planning. 

Centennial banquet 

Our initial plan was to throw a VOC fest on an empty field in 
Squamish with some kegs of beer and a potluck. But after getting 
feedback from some of the alumni that have been looking forward 
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to this reunion we had to opt for a more urban approach to the 
celebration. After the booking, and subsequent cancellation of The 
Beaumont Studios (cool venue with a serious lack of management), 
many nights of meeting up in coffee shops and countless phone calls 
later, we had the Great Hall in the AMS Nest booked for Saturday, 
September 2nd 2017 or our centennial celebration. A crew of volun-
teers helped to set up the venue with tables, decorations and a VOC 
archive, while others raced across town to get all the supplies for 
musical instruments, groceries, and electrical supplies to make the 
night into a successful event. 

There was an attendance of close to 300 people and it was very 
refreshing to see everyone all dressed up for the special occasion. 
Even Roland got his dress pants tailored to fit. We started off the 
night with some time to talk to old and new friends, alumni got 
toured around to see the Aviary and the new and improved club-
room. Also, the centennial coffee table book got delivered on time by 
the publishers to be picked up and marveled at by the alumni. People 
could have a glance into history in our VOC museum, filled with 
archival material like old journals and photos. A buffet dinner was 
served and there was coffee with a slice of VOC100 cake for dessert. 

Our MC’s Lucy Buchanan-Parker and Elliott opened the night on 
stage and introduced the speakers. The program included speakers 
that would each roughly represent a decade. President Nick Hindley 
started off the speeches with the current info about the club. Iola 
Knight told us about the burnt Mac ‘n Cheese during Long Hike in 
the 40’s. Pat Duffey entertained us with stories about buildering from 
the 50’s. Carman Smith told us about the explorations of Garibaldi 
Park in the 60’s. Mike Miles talked about the history of the ‘Broken 
Board’ that is still being awarded annually to people that do some 
stupid stuff. Then Matt Gunn spoke about the changes in how about 
we explore the backcountry in comparison to back in the days and 
Christian Veenstra represented the more recent times and told about 
his fast and light traverse. The talks were switched up with musical 
entertainment from a group of musical alumni, leading the sing-
along of the ‘The Temperance Union’ and ‘The Happy Wanderer’. 
Also, our very own VOC ensemble prepared the performance of the 
‘Salty Dog Rag’ to loosen up the hip grease for the dance floor. DJ 
Manu took over from there, chairs and tables were stacked on the 
side and we closed off the night dancing. 



361

Club Life and Reflections

Centennial trips 

Since the banquet would not provide enough space for everyone, 
the centennial committee decided to extend the festivities through-
out the long weekend. Especially because some alumni would have 
to travel from far to Vancouver to attend. We started off the weekend 
with a pig roast on Friday night at our favorite BBQ spot on Locarno 
Beach at the bottom of Tolmie street. Noriko Okamoto is the one 
that deserves a lot of credit for making this happen. She drove to 
Abbotsford on the morning of the BBQ to pick up a 90lb piglet 
alongside a casket-looking roaster. The beast had been roasted since 
10 am in the backyard of the Dunbar House before being served at 
the beach. About 100 people attended the BBQ and there were plenty 
of delicious dished to share alongside a carving of tender pig. When 
most of the people were done eating, there was an official rehearsal 
of the Salty Dog Rag dance, a traditional song and dance popular in 
the 50’s and 60’s. Musical guidance was done by the VOC ensemble 
who studied the song for the banquet. What happened next was quite 
amazing: alumni veered up, grabbed a partner and started to dance. 
The younger attendees were brought up to speed and soon everyone 
was dancing in a huge circle, performing a dance of quite hysterical 
hopping and twirling with occasional clapping. The VOC songbook 
and a guitar caused for musical entertainment until late that night. 

Other trips that weekend involved a day trip to Hollyburn 
mountain and the recently restored Hollyburn Lodge, including a 
tour through the lodge lead by Donald Grant. This place used to be a 
base for the explorations of the North Shore Mountains. The Sunday 
after the banquet, a small group hiked up to Mt. Elphinstone which 
took the full day and must not have been easy after a late night. Our 
huts also got into use during the weekend and three carloads went to 
the Harrison hut for two or three days and a large group of VOCers 
hiked to Mt. Brew for a swim and for some celebratory brews. 

This whole centennial project has been a crazy time for all peo-
ple involved. Digging through the archives, getting into contact with 
all alumni and organizing all the trips and the banquet involved a lot 
of hands and it was a big effort on top of all the other annual VOC 
activities. Again, I would like to give a big shout-out to everyone that 
has helped with the organization of- and volunteering for the VOC 
Centennial weekend. Seeing what a group of enthusiastic (student) 
volunteers is capable of is a perfect reflection of what the club is all 
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about. The community that has been created within the club over the 
past hundred years is not short in willingness to give back in time, 
spirit and dedication to get shit done.  

To another 100 years of VOC! 
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THE MAKING OF THE VOC 
CENTENNIAL BOOK

Elliott Skierszkan, with Lucy Buchanan-Parker, Anne 
Vialettes, Krista Cawley, and Kasia Adolphs

An Urban Adventure, by Elliott Skierszkan

In 2016-2017, the VOC was involved in a massive push to 
celebrate its 100-year history, and this included the production of 
A Century of Antics, Epics & Escapades: The Varsity Outdoor Club 
1917-2017, a coffee-table book that highlights the incredible feats 
and daily life of VOCers since 1917. Here’s the story of how I got 
involved way over my head – and somehow survived – spearheading 
the VOC Centennial Book Project. It is not a story that takes place 
outdoors, but it is one that includes all of the elements of adventure 
as an exploration of the unknown.

I had always been fascinated by the history of exploratory moun-
taineering in British Columbia in the days preceding the advent of 
GPS, satellite phones, and reliable topographic maps. I also love to 
write; when a message board thread suggested the production of a 
100-year VOC history book, I enthusiastically volunteered to con-
tribute some research, and perhaps writing, of this book. To be hon-
est, I still don’t even know whose idea it was to make a centennial 
book in the first place [Editor’s note: This is probably for the best] 
and certainly never aspired to lead such a project. I saw myself as a 
potential writer, editor, and a research aide. This was in September 
2015. 

Early winter 2016, some meetings were held on the Centennial 
Book Project in the clubroom, and then nothing happened for about 
10 months. Fast forward to Fall 2016, and I was invited by Kevin 
Pierce – VOC Centennial Czar at the time – to attend a meeting 
with some VOC alumni to discuss the making of a Centennial 
Book. The alumni had already compiled a list of the fifteen greatest 
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accomplishments in VOC history—and great they are indeed! Before 
I realized the blizzard that was about to descend upon me, I was sup-
porting Kevin in his search for printing quotes, and working with 
Joe O’Brien to establish the timeline and critical steps to produce 
this book. A meeting in October 2016 with Don Gorman, CEO of 
Rocky Mountain Books, was very helpful to spur us into action as he 
explained the basic mechanics of publishing a book. Don was opti-
mistic in telling us it was possible to have this book printed before 
the Centennial Celebrations of September 2017, but the twinkle in 
his eye suggested that he also knew we would be in for quite the ride 
to get it done on time. Let this be a warning: when Woody Allen 
said that “80 % of success is just showing up”, he was dead wrong. 
Showing up is a recipe for doing yourself in for a lot of work.

Calls for volunteers for the project were fruitful, and before long 
we had assigned a team of researchers that were diving into our 
archives to unravel the rich stories of the VOC’s past. We were all 
excited to be learning about the VOC’s involvement in first ascents, 
how a mountain was named after the club, and how even a century 
ago, students were goofing off in mountain huts wearing ridiculous 
costumes and having a great time. Bi-weekly project meetings took 
over project member Anne Vialettes’ living room, and I struggled 
with the basics of organizing meetings, assigning action items and 
deadlines, and encouraging our team of volunteers to get it done 
while they managed full-time jobs, studies, and the basic need to 
get outside and play. Research continued over Christmas break, on 
airplanes and in between family visits.

Come February Reading Week, I remember telling my PhD 
advisor that I needed a few days off to ‘’get on top of things’’, and 
devoting those days entirely to this project. Our team was working 
incredibly hard, soliciting material from alumni, conducting inter-
views, and diligently researching, but our deadlines kept getting 
delayed and stress levels were on the rise. Caroline Jung and I were 
captivated by Karl Ricker’s account of the first Canadian ascent of 
Mt. Logan (Canada’s highest summit) in 1959, during an interview 
at his Whistler home on a dark winter night. Nick Hindley and I 
visited John Baldwin and learned how his passion for exploratory 
ski-mountaineering blossomed as a VOCer almost 40 years ago. 
Glenn Woodsworth came to my house to recount the story of Dick 
Culbert’s dozens of first ascents completed with VOCers as they en-
deavoured to write the first Coast Mountain climbing guidebook*. 
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And so it went, for all of the volunteers involved in the project.
With all this, my ambitions to do a big spring ski traverse were 

dropped, evenings were spent in front of the computer, and weekend 
ski trips were reduced to mere day trips as the project began to take 
over my life and that of my fellow workers. Things were coming to a 
breaking point in March, when I would receive an email pertaining 
to the Centennial Book Project at a rate of about one every ten min-
utes for about 20 hours of the day, during which time VOCers were 
sneaking work on the project. God only knows how many thousands 
of book-related emails passed through my inbox during those weeks.

When I thought I would have my first breakdown, the team 
came to the rescue. We had a critical meeting at which we identi-
fied that we needed more ‘’project managers’’, specifically devoted to 
the sub-components of this project, namely: assembling and editing 
photos, compiling and editing the text, and drafting layout and pro-
duction. Anne Vialettes, Lucy Buchanan-Parker, and Kasia Celler 
(now Adolphs) very bravely stepped up to lead those respective 
tasks, and all of a sudden the weight of the world was lifted from my 
shoulders as I no longer felt that I had to keep on top of everything. 
This feeling was further augmented by an influx of help from new 
recruits to the project—little did they know what they were getting 
themselves into...

With Anne, Lucy, and Kasia in charge of their respective teams, 
I felt a huge relief, and the project forged ahead. In May and June, we 
began to hit our production deadlines, and Krista Cawley stepped 
into a new managerial role, to oversee the massive amounts of proof-
reading that the tens of thousands of words that we had put together 
required.   On my end, I was increasingly apprehensive about the 
circa $20,000 payment that we needed to hand over to our printing 
company for the job. This was an enormous amount of the VOC’s 
cash and I was agonizing over the fear that we wouldn’t get this done 
on time for the Centennial Banquet, which would make it nearly 
impossible to recover those costs through book sales to our alumni. I 
felt responsible for balancing that cash flow: I owed it not only to the 
VOC, whose money it was, but also to our incredible team who put 
thousands of volunteer-hours over many months to see this project 
reach fruition. I can only assume that our treasurer, Else Bosman, 
shared my concerns while she contacted the AMS to arrange the 
logistics of such a large cash transfer to Friesen’s Books, our chosen 
printer.
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In June, we began to see the first chapters go through production 
and there was hope that we could actually get this done on time. 
My first impression upon seeing how Kasia’s team had weaved the 
text that we had written and the pictures that we unearthed into an 
incredibly beautiful collage gave me inspiration when it was sorely 
needed. Even as we were rushing each chapter through to production 
by allocating resources where they were most necessary, alumni were 
still sending us photographs and text contributions, three months 
after our supposed deadline to receive material. We simply couldn’t 
ignore much of this excellent material, but it wreaked havoc on our 
production flow chart as drafts needed to be further amended. In 
late June, I was absent for one week as I attended a family gathering 
at a cottage in Quebec. But I certainly brought some proofreading 
to the cottage with me! My girlfriend Emily Rossnagel, who was 
part of the production team, spent an entire afternoon uploading 
her final chapter drafts to the Internet using the horrible wifi at tiny 
Wakefield, Quebec’s Tim Horton’s café.

With our mid-July deadline for sending the book to the printer, I 
knew the summer wasn’t about to get any better, as I assembled a final 
executive committee of some of the project’s most involved members 
to make the final mission-critical decisions.  I simply couldn’t bear 
to make many of those decisions myself, nor could I impose that 
responsibility upon Kasia, who as production lead would upload the 
final book pdf to our printer’s servers. 

I escaped for a quick bike-and-ski trip to Cypress sometime in 
the middle of July, a brief moment of reprieve and exercise to break 
away from the late nights spent on the computer, in addition to the 
daytime hours spent at UBC diligently advancing my thesis. At the 
time I had written up a trip report that was never published. An ex-
cerpt from that trip report gives a glimpse into my mind at the time:

“The Coffee Table Book”, unpublished trip report, as written on 
July 14, 2017

Saturday night. I am sitting in the same place as I was on Friday 
night. And the Friday and the Saturday nights before that too—at my 
desk at home, in front of the computer. Editing and writing for the 
Centennial Coffee Table Book. My neck is stiff, my shoulders too. I need 
a break -- quick check of the weather forecast for Sunday: it calls for 
drizzle. An escape plan is made, I need a break. I must go outside.
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Sunday, 5am. Alarm rings, too soon. I can hear the rain pouring 
down the eaves trough outside. Biking shorts go on, shirt and socks too. 
I swallow some yogurt, and enjoy the first batch of June strawberries. 
The rain outside, however, is not inspiring me to execute my escape 
plan conceived last night. So where do I find myself? At my desk, edit-
ing and writing for the Centennial Book. 

6 am ... what am I doing with my life1? I slip out the front door, into 
the drizzle, onto my bike and ride towards Cypress bowl. 

On the climb up Cypress, I pass another cyclist. He motions to the 
skis that are Voilé-strapped to my bicycle frame, and asks me: “Are you 
a member of the Varsity Outdoor Club?” Telling, no? Turns out this fel-
low is Dave Williams, hardcore VOCer and former president (‘81/’82). 
Did a bunch of epic ski traverses over the years. Says to me “I did that 
a bunch of that too, biking up here with my skis, but now I’m recover-
ing from reconstructive knee surgery.’’ Doesn’t look like it, the way he’s 
pushing that bike hard uphill. Looking at his old-school hybrid bike that 
about as old and worn out as mine, no surprise he’s part of our alma 
mater. No surprise either that we’re the only two people on this road at 
7am in the cold drizzle. We chat a bit, I mention the Centennial, and 
he says he’s already sent our committee his photo contributions for the 
book. Perfect—the word seems to have gotten around. Mental note for 
me to double-check that he’s in the list of acknowledgements! 

At the resort, not much snow to be seen, and I start hiking up 
between the lumps of rock, grass and beer cans on the green ski runs. I 
huff up twenty minutes on foot before seeing skinnable snow and regret 
carrying my skis on my shoulder rather than mounting them to my 
pack. As I skin, thoughts about the book pass through my mind. It feels 
good to be skinning, to be exercising in the midst of this marathon of 
computer work. My body and my mind thank me.

At the summit of Mt. Strachan, I find two people huddled inside 
a tent, on the platform holding the liftee station, attempting to evade 
the rain. Some people do funny things with their lives, don’t they? I ski 
a couple of laps, and head home. I just want to get this trip report out 
of my head when the phone rings. Fred Touche (VOCer 1990s/2000s) 
calls, he’s got some beta I have been trying to track down for the book.

Many people have been working very hard, for a very long time on 
this book. Why? For me, it’s about learning the story of our people and 
the story of our mountains. It’s about the joy of writing up a story that 
is good. In one century, it turns out some things haven’t changed much 
in the VOC crowd: lots of antics, lots of epics, constant escapades. 
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Hence the book’s title3. But also incredible achievements and contribu-
tions to local and international mountaineering communities. Huts, 
first ascents, new routes, guidebooks -- you name it...

Close to 200 people will most likely need to be acknowledged for 
the book. Thousands of emails, evenings spent researching, interview-
ing, writing, editing, scanning photos, producing layout. We’re not done 
but the material is starting to come together and it looks great: I can’t 
wait to see it. This is going to be one beautiful book. The club is mak-
ing a big investment in the book, and it is the product of a very large 
group of very talented and hard-working volunteers who are producing 
something that is worth getting.

So, the book got done. It was evidently a huge ordeal made possi-
ble by an incredible team effort. I have never been part of such a ded-
icated and hard-working group of people. We all knew how deep we 
were into this project, and I believe that I speak for everyone when I 
say that it was only because we knew we had the support of our peers 
that we could see this through.  Many of the Book Committee vol-
unteers who were working on this project together with their spouse 
will confirm that for some months, their best attempt at a date was to 
sit sitting together, editing and writing that book, side-by-side for an 
evening of romance and ‘’quality time together’’.4

But the outcome has been an incredible success. The books are 
being sold as we speak and I have no doubt that they are all going to 
go, in a short period of time. The books are beautiful. They have been 
lauded by our alumni, to the relief of those of us who worried about 
how our re-telling of their story would be received. They capture, 
through photography and story, not only the wonders of exploring 
the outdoors but more importantly the togetherness and relation-
ships that those trips facilitate. They give insight into how people’s 
interactions with wilderness have changed over a 100-year period, 
and at a critical point in time when we can still gather first-hand 
accounts from the great VOC explorers of the past: For example, 
during the production of this book the outdoor community bade 
farewell to Dick Culbert, Fred Roots, and Sev Heiberg, giants of the 
VOC’s past5. And so I leave this project with a tremendous apprecia-
tion of our club’s story, a deeper understanding of why we go explor-
ing, and a closer connection to the wild places that we visit on our 
trips—may they remain wild and beautiful for the VOC’s explorers 
of the future.
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Bonne lecture!

1Vincent Hanlon is credited for these words, in reference to our 
maniacal devotion to this project.

2Jim Haberl was an accomplished Canadian mountaineer and 
Whistlerite who died while ski touring in Alaska, and has the ACC Jim 
Haberl Hut, in the Tantalus, named in his honour.

3Credited to Leon Kolankiewicz.
4 The phrase “Centennial Book Widow” was coined by those with 

partners involved in the creation of the book. The main remedy was 
to somehow draw the other partner into being involved, for exam-
ple through an innocent question such as “would you mind reading 
through what I wrote before I show it to the others?”

5 You can ask Google, or read the Centennial Book, to learn about 
these illustrious characters.

*Reference: A Climber’s Guide to the Coastal Ranges of British 
Columbia, published in 1965 by the Alpine Club of Canada.

Editor’s Report, by Lucy Buchanan-Parker

We were a group of six people who liked to write. Some of us 
(Elliott, myself, and Birgit Rogalla) had been involved in the project 
since the early research stages, while others (Vincent Hanlon, Krista 
Cawley, and Piotr Forysinski) had been recruited (read: tricked) to 
help out later in the process. 

We began with approximately 100,000 words written by 20 dif-
ferent authors, which we had to unify to make the differences be-
tween authors less apparent. The research stage had been split up 
by decade, with teams of at least two people per decade. Sometimes, 
editors themselves ended up researching and writing large chunks 
of new text as we sought to even out the emphasis and length of the 
various chapters. 

What was even harder than making the pieces similar to each 
other, however, was making them different enough from one anoth-
er. By virtue of being tackled separately we had ended up with lots 
of repetition of themes and structure, which didn’t make for great 
reading when it was all put together. The editorial team had strict 
instructions to strike the phrase “club traditions continued in this 
decade” wherever possible. I am not sure if we ultimately succeeded 
at finding this balance of sameness and difference, but perhaps it was 
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less important than we first imagined, since the book is so hefty that 
no one reads it in one sitting anyway. 

On a smaller scale, we spent a lot of time debating the finer 
points of such important topics as whether to put commas inside or 
outside of quotation marks and whether to leave historical references 
to miles and pounds or change them to kilometers and kilograms for 
the modern reader. It was hard to keep it all in perspective. Who 
knew how strongly it was possible feel about whether it was accept-
able to abbreviate “Mountain” to “Mtn.”? 

The low point of all this was in June, when we saw the first chap-
ters being laid out by the design team and finally noticed the horren-
dous inconsistencies in the use of the horizontal lines that separate 
or join certain words or phrases. Two separate email chains about 
hyphens, en-dashes, and em-dashes flashed around the inboxes of 
the editorial team on a sunny Saturday morning on which none of us 
were outside playing—each garnering several replies, each reaching 
a different conclusion as to how to proceed, and each unaware of the 
existence of the other. 

In addition to the six editorial team members, there is another 
entity that deserves our thanks, for without it the editorial process 
simply could not have happened: Google Docs. We started out with 
a healthy distrust of Google Docs and tried to keep everything in 
Word. But version control soon became impossible – an author 
wanted to add one final sentence to their section on skiing, but you 
were in the middle of editing the section on climbing. It was too easy 
to screw up. So we switched to Google Docs, where several editors 
could weigh in with their opinion on a proposed change to the text 
and we could debate it asynchronously. Our Style Guide Google Doc 
became the place to hash out the minutiae of small decisions such 
as whether photo captions should have periods at the end, leaving 
our inboxes clear to receive the hoards of more existential questions, 
such as when would we have that damned draft ready to pass on?!

We could even “tag” an email address and assign tasks to one 
another right there in the text! It changed everything. Especially for 
me, because it turns out that the “owner” of the Google Doc gets an 
email each time someone makes a change or writes a comment, and 
I was the owner of approximately 80% of the Docs we were working 
with!

My biggest regret from the editorial process is that we did not 
have more time to make the text even better. I comfort myself by 



371

Club Life and Reflections

saying that if we had had more time, we simply would have procras-
tinated longer. And that no one reads the text anyway, they are just 
looking at the gorgeous pictures. 

But this regret is ultimately insignificant compared to what I 
am most proud of: the way we made decisions through thoughtful 
discussion and consensus as much as possible. As an example, in 
late June, we turned our attention to the “back matter,” the text that 
appears on the back cover of the book. It seemed we spent two weeks 
just on these 200 words. Everyone had a different vision for what 
they wanted to see, and we worked through 5 different versions, 
and many edits and suggestions on each version. At times I doubted 
whether we would ever reach consensus, but it was also really impor-
tant to me that everyone would feel proud of this prominent piece 
of text. We passionately disagreed with each other, but everyone was 
committed to pushing through those differences. It was a microcosm 
of the whole editing process, and with the same result. Each editor’s 
different style, preferences, and strengths wove together to make the 
text stronger and the stories more compelling. I am so proud to have 
been a part of it and so thankful to the others, on the editorial team 
and beyond, that dedicated themselves to this project. 

Photo Team’s Report, by Anne Vialettes

Photo compilation: Alberto Contreras-Sanz, Anne Vialettes, 
Kevin Pierce, Nick Hindley, Philippe Le Billon, and Ross Campbell.

Photo editing: Caroline Jung, Clemens Adolphs, Laurent 
Roberge, Martin Cermak, Matt Parisien, Noriko Okamoto, Nick 
Hindley, and Ran Zhang 

How did it all start? A year after I can’t quite remember... I prob-
ably saw some post on the message board: “The VOC is turning 100 
years old! Be part of the celebration”. It appealed to me, having been 
a VOC member for the last 10 years and having not given back to the 
club much lately. So I said yes, I’ll be involved with the Centennial 
celebrations. Initially I thought about just helping out with the ban-
quet but in the end I got enrolled with The Book. I was picturing 
some sort of big VOC journal, with stories from alumni and a little 
bit of history here and there – something similar to the VOCJ50. Oh 
boy, how wrong was I! 

By spring the first drafts of the decades chapters were written and 
the next phase of the book was starting. We split into three different 



372

VOC Journal 60, 2018

teams: text, photo, and production. Being pretty bad at spelling and 
rewording sentences (or even writing text other than facts, as this 
article can attest) I knew I would be pretty useless on the writing 
team. The production team needed InDesign skills I didn’t have, so I 
volunteered for the photos team. Not having any photo editing expe-
rience, I figured I would be best at managing the timeline and tasks 
so here it was: I ended up as the head of the photo team.

The first task we had was to compile material. Since the text was 
divided in decades and we also had an idea about using around 30 
pictures per chapter, we decided to select around 60 pictures per 
decade, to have some extra in case they didn’t match the text well as 
well as to cover any side chapters that were starting to be written. For 
each decade, we had one person responsible for compiling photos 
and writing captions as well as one person helping out with photo 
editing to improve the photo quality.

Some alumni had already reached out and provided valuable 
photos and slides. We also had material that we found in the VOC 
Archives in the clubroom. And mostly, we had the amazing collec-
tion that the VOC photos albums are. If you don’t know about them, 
you should definitely check them out. They are all scanned and avail-
able in the Archive section of the VOC website.  The early albums 
are an amazing piece of the club history: they cover several trips a 
year, with complete captions and information about what a VOC 
year was composed of: photos of Longhike (hikes, camps and end 
of the weekend parades), various summer and winter trips, as well 
as campus events: clubs days, social dances, and masquerades. They 
eventually thinned out in the 1990s, being replaced by the digital 
photo gallery in 2005.

We found the oldest photo album (1927-1935) in the clubroom. 
The others had been sent a few years ago to the UBC Archives. I 
signed out the photos albums from the UBC Archives and we rum-
maged through them, selecting pictures that were relevant to the 
content of the decades as well as representative of the era they were 
from.

Once the photos and scans were scanned, the photo editing team 
stepped in and improved the photos: remove dust and defects, im-
prove contrast and colours, resize files to right format, modify black 
and white files to meet printer resolution, etc.

From my memory, the last few weeks (mostly the month of June) 
was full of last minute rushes such as:
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• Providing new material, especially in the early digital dec-
ades where the quality of the photo were poor

• Editing of photos to remove glitches and improve the image 
quality

• Providing missing captions or rewriting them with the cor-
rect format, etc.

• Providing photos for the last minute thematic chapters and 
photo spreads that were added late in the game.

Finally the last week was a run against the clock and my sched-
ule look like this:

Wake up around 7am. 
Work on VOC book until noon. 
Go to work and work until 7pm. 
Go home and work on VOC book till 2 or 3am. 
Sleep. 
Repeat.
Despite the stress, lack of sleep and outdoor deprivation, this 

was one of the most amazing project I got to work on and I would do 
it all over again. The people I worked with were all as invested in it 
as I was, and we could count on each other, which allowed us to pull 
through this amazing project all the way. Sure there were hiccups 

A page from a historic VOC photo album.
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and mistakes made but the quality of the book (content, as well as 
physical) speaks for itself. It was an amazing experience and I thank 
all the wonderful people the VOC is made of for making it happen.

Proofreader’s Report, by Krista Cawley

This is the story of how being a VOCer doesn’t always mean go-
ing skiing, kayaking, and climbing: hours in front of the computer 
screen and in Centennial Book Committee meetings are another 
type of adventure. After being recruited to the Centennial Book 
team as an editor’s helper, then as an editor, it was only natural to 
become the proofreading manager. The Centennial Book has this 
way of roping people into countless hours of work, because of the 
fascinating stories this book reveals and the people and history that 
make the VOC such a vibrant club. 

Initially, I thought being a proofreader just meant that I needed 
to be good at proofreading, which I thought I was capable of. Boy, 
was I mistaken! Being a proofreading leader meant that I delegated 
proofreading of certain chapters to volunteers and other committee 
members, and collected all edits to pass along to the rest of the team. 
So much of what was needed was organization, communication, and 
inspiration. I could not have gone through over 250 pages without 
the dedicated help of the committee members, Piotr Forysinski, 
Aaron Yeung, Arran Whiteford, Caitlin Schneider, Else Bosman, 
Mirko Moeller, Mirtha Gamiz, Nicole Ong, Roland Burton, Taniya 
Adak, Tereza Jarnikova, and Tom Curran. These dedicated volun-
teers agreed to thoroughly read and identify errors according to our 
designated style. Style, it seems, is highly important in the proof-
reading stages: quickly, it became clear that everyone has a different 
writing style and different conventions, as one manuscript would be 
changed back and forth with different proofreaders. Thus, here is my 
tip for success: create a comprehensive style guide BEFORE begin-
ning the editing and proofreading process, and use this to direct the 
errors you want to catch. A good style guide keeps everyone on the 
same page and makes the whole process so much easier.

As the book began to look more polished and refined, I couldn’t 
help but feel an ounce of pride in the work we achieved together as 
a team. Gradually, fewer and fewer edits were being noted in each 
chapter, as revisions were made, and new versions emerged from 
the production team’s computer screens. It’s hard to believe that the 
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work we put in is now past the virtual stage, and exists on beautiful 
glossy paper. Seeing the finished hardcopy is the ultimate reward, 
though I have to ignore the few errors that are still present and catch 
my eye as I flip through the pages!

Thanks to the centennial committee, contributors, authors, and 
volunteers for your help in making this book. This is a lasting me-
mento to the life and vibrancy of the VOC.

Designer’s Report, by Kasia Adolphs

Working on the Centennial Book is an experience many of us 
would call type II fun – an extended slog demanding endurance 
and not necessarily fun at the time (definitely not at 3 o’clock in the 
morning!) – but that in retrospect does not seem that bad. A few 
months down the road from our submission to the printers, I feel 
proud to have been part of this monumental work, and only vaguely 
remember the intense stress I felt in those critical weeks.

I was lead of the Design Team – those responsible for creating 
the layout of the finished product. …The ones responsible for the 
final steps in the long process of book creation and production. 

Also the ones who would have been responsible had the book 
not gone to press. Ah, the pressure.

Together with me on this team were Emily Rossnagel (team 
motivator and artist extraordinaire), Nick Hindley (creator of the 
amazing layout of the cover page), Ainsley MacDougall (enthusiastic 
design associate), as well as Joe O’Brien (Emily Carr graduate and 
instructor, someone with an actual background in layout creation!).

In April, we met a few times and discussed design issues, argu-
ing over issues of font (style, size), headings, headers, footers, mar-
gins, justification, layout, colour, etc. etc. Some things we never truly 
agreed upon, only making tired compromises after much debate – 
not satisfied, but knowing that we needed to make a decision and 
continue. Based on these discussions, I created an initial template.

In May, we prepared some “trial design” chapters to discuss and 
critique. At this point, none of the book material was ready for pro-
duction, so we used draft versions of the text and unedited pictures. 
It was a process that resulted in many different chapter variations, 
based on each person’s stylistic preferences!

Shortly thereafter, our team meetings ended. The majority of 
the design team was away or busy with summer jobs during the 
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June-July crunch-time of the project, unavailable to work on the 
project. Before everyone went away, we divided up the decade chap-
ters and team members later submitted their work to me via email. 
The remaining additional sections were left for me to do. This un-
derstandably created some stress. I needed help (badly!), but given 
the amount of time that had gone into developing the template (with 
appropriate stylistic rules), I wasn’t sure if it would be more work 
to teach someone what to do, or to do it myself. Clemens (my now 
husband, then still fiancé) and I talked about it a lot. Dragged in to 
the project, he was the main lead for the photo editing, and com-
miserated when I would have semi-manic giggle fits as I tried to fall 
asleep in bed, my mind racing. How could I reduce my workload? 
How to get out of this mess? What to do? When would it all finally be 
over? We were in the midst of planning our wedding during the CTB 
crunch time, and so stress was at an all-time high.

What did I do? I continued. When chapters and sections were 
completed, I forwarded them to the editorial crew for proofreading. 
And what a crazy amount of edits would return – hundreds of typos, 
missing italics, hyphenation errors, etc. This not to mention the por-
tions of text that still needed revision, captions that were missing or 
photos that were at insufficient resolution for printing. I think this 
was an incredible learning process for all teams involved. Although 
I think most of us have pledged never to work on a VOC Centennial 
Book again, if we were to do such a crazy thing, we would probably 
do a few things differently.

The final hurdle in the process was the problems we had com-
municating with our printer, Friesens. Frustrations arose when, de-
spite the fact that I repeatedly told them (at different stages in the 
process) to mail the proofs to my address, they repeatedly mailed 
them to Kevin Pierce’s address.

Kevin had been involved in the project at the very beginning, 
but was in Portugal over the summer, so things mailed to his address 
just went missing. Then, two weeks before the Centennial banquet, 
when we planned to present the book to the over 200 alumni at-
tending, Friesens e-mailed me to ask, “when do you need the books 
by? We’re behind schedule with printing.” I wrote back, rather upset, 
that as we had again repeatedly mentioned, we absolutely needed the 
books by September 2nd. In the end, they were delivered with three 
days to spare. To their credit, the printing turned out beautifully.
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Despite everything, I’m incredibly proud of the entire Centennial 
Book Team because we made it happen! We produced an incredible 
homage to our beloved club, on a very tight deadline, while still go-
ing to school/work and while still occasionally going on trips, and we 
did so as a tightly-knit team of friends. And as on our outdoor ad-
ventures, this bout of type II fun did not drive us apart, but brought 
us closer together. Sounds cheesy, but it’s true.

Editor’s Note: Elliott Skierszkan was awarded a Silver Pin for over-
seeing the publication of Antics, Epics & Escapades. He dedicated that 
Pin to the Centennial Book Committee volunteers, whose tremendous 
effort and dedication were the single most important factor in realizing 
this project.
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A SKIING SONG TO THE 
TUNE OF “RIPTIDE”

Lucy Buchanan-Parker, Ross Campbell, and Joe O’Brien

To be sung to the tune of “Riptide” by Vance Joy... with thanks to 
Liz Lund for the inspiration!

I was scared of skiin’ telemark
I was scared of droppin’ knees and tearin’ my miniscus
Oh, all my friends were skiin’ greens
But I was huckin’ cliffs in my dreams

Oh, ooh, ooh, ooh
Ooh, ooh, the heels come unstuck

[chorus]
Lady, drivin’ down on the Sea-to-Sky
Yes I have gone to the dark side
I wanna be your AT man
I love you, when you’re skiin’ on tele
I got a lump in my throat ‘cause
You’re gonna do your turns wrong

There’s this guidebook that I think you’d like
This guy decides to quit his job and ski the coastal mountains
I’ll ski them all with your help
I keep John Baldwin on the highest shelf

Oh, ooh, ooh, ooh
Ooh, ooh, I want my heels stuck
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[Repeat chorus]

I just wanna, I just wanna know
If you’re gonna, if you’re gonna slay
I just gotta, I just gotta know
I can’t send it, I can’t send it
Any other way

I swear there’s nowhere she’s not been
Closest thing to Lena Rowat that you’ve ever seen

[Repeat chorus x3]
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ON LEARNING TO SKI WITH 
CLUB TELES AND OTHER 

FAUSTIAN BARGAINS
Joe O’Brien

Speed. Elegance. Balance. Poise.
A woefully inadequate description of the smooth rhythm that 

equates to dropped knees and clean turns on fresh powder. 
Luckily, as I learned - and spent the entirety of my first season - 

on VOC rental skis, the predicament of procuring accurate descrip-
tors for dropping proud lines and descending with aplomb was not 
one that I ever faced. 

But what then is the experience of learning to backcountry ski 
on borrowed club gear, and what rationale would lead someone to 
do that? 

Perhaps both questions can be answered best by Dante Alighieri. 
On the rationale of learning to ski on club gear, Aligheri says in 
Canto III of his Inferno, 

We to the place have come, where I have told thee 
Thou shalt behold the people dolorous 
Who have foregone the good of intellect

And on the experience itself we look again to Alighieri, 

All hope abandon, ye who enter in!

The First Circle

Broke the deep lethargy within my head
A heavy thunder, so that I upstarted, 
Like to a person who by force is wakened;
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Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto IV

Not so much the fault of club gear, but when I set myself the 
mission of learning to ski from the ground up with no resort days, 
no huts, and solely through the use of borrowed club gear I failed 
to account for the fact that often I would be ripped from sleep by a 
pre-pre dawn alarm to begin my fateful lesson(s). An alarm that on 
Friday nights would rarely be set for more than a few hours into the 
future. 

Learning to ski on club gear means learning to navigate the city 
in the wee hours, on little sleep, with 6-10kg of ski gear attached to 
your already-heavy winter camping pack.

The Second Circle

I came into a place mute of all light,
Which bellows as the sea does in a tempest,
If by opposing winds ‘tis combated.
The infernal hurricane that never rests
Hurtles the spirits onward in its rapine;
Whirling them round, and smiting, it molests them.

When they arrive before the precipice,
There are the shrieks, the plaints, and the laments,
There they blaspheme the puissance divine.

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto V

Inevitably, the moments in which you find yourself transitioning 
from uphill to downhill will be the windiest of the trip (The infernal 
hurricane that never rests), and in trying to fold up your skins to stuff 
into your coat, “There are the shrieks, the plaints, and the laments,/ 
There they blaspheme”. Additionally, this is almost guaranteed to be 
the moment when your binding breaks and you fight with flapping 
Voile straps to conjure some sort of pseudo-binding that lets you get 
back down the hill.

Learning to ski on club gear means gaining a solid background 
in aeronautical engineering (in order to determine the best way to 
fold skins in a Cat. 5 wind) and mechanical engineering as you will 
likely spend more time constructing bindings out of Voile straps 
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than actually skiing (it is also good to begin learning at least one ad-
ditional language, as your usual repertoire of profanities will surely 
need expanding as the season progresses).

The Third Circle

In the third circle am I of the rain
Eternal, maledict, and cold, and heavy;
Its law and quality are never new.

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto VI

Skiing on the coast often means just that - you begin your day 
on/near the coast, which is often none too distant (vertically) from 
sea level, hence, much of the early, late, and sometimes midseason 
trips are begun in the rain. As your Modo van hurdles up a rainswept 
Sea to Sky, and the group begins offering foxhole prayers for lower 
freezing levels, it is worthwhile to think about how waterproof your 
ski boots (jacket, and pants) really are. Though as you can’t do much 
about it now, perhaps it’s better not to. 

Learning to ski on club gear means that you will, in short order, 
become expert at chipping ice from skis, de-icing skins, and rewax-
ing skins 20 minutes after you start skinning. 

The Fourth Circle

Here saw I people, more than elsewhere, many,
On one side and the other, with great howls,
Rolling weights forward by main force of chest.

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto VII

Those who begin the process of learning to ski with club gear 
will, more likely than not, find themselves on many a beginner 
friendly trip. Your group will likely number between twenty and one 
hundred thousand strong, though on the skin track you may often 
feel alone (and possibly quite sisyphean).

Learning to ski on club gear means large groups, slow progress, 
uncomfortably heavy packs and a clarity of understanding regarding 
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the terms slog, type II fun, and cruel and unusual (furthermore, by 
February you will have revised the final term simply to cruel).

The Fifth Circle

O my dear Guide, who more than seven times
Hast rendered me security, and drawn me
From imminent peril that before me stood,

Do not desert me,” said I, “thus undone;
And if the going farther be denied us,
Let us retrace our steps together swiftly.

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto VIII

Breakfast will almost always be a production. That which takes 
perhaps less than 30 minutes in the summer will drag on in the win-
ter - for the problems are legion, and you are one.* Because breakfast 
while winter camping - the first few times - runs longer than many 
operatic works, the theme of some trips may become turning around 
before getting where you’d like to go. Plans had been made, timeta-
bles arranged, and faff minimized (theoretically), however, a long 
breakfast will leave craters in place of structured plans. Choices must 
be made: do we make the objective and ski steep trees in the dark, or 
turn around now and save ourselves the bruising?

Learning to ski on club gear means re-learning how to camp 
efficiently/effectively.

*many problems can be avoided by staying in a hut

The Sixth Circle

Then said he: ‘Fiercely adverse have they been
To me, and to my fathers, and my party;
So that two several times I scattered them.’

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto X

Frustration runs ripe with borrowed gear. What seemed minor 
inconveniences in the clubroom stack up to vex you throughout your 
whole trip. A faulty heel riser, a continually loosening cartridge, or 
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what were thought to have been mildly ill-fit boots. The average ski 
trip involves 50,000 steps of skinning (this number is entirely fab-
ricated and unsupported), even the most minor issues become the 
target of hateful utterances such as you never knew yourself capable 
of making. 

Learning to ski on club gear means finding the one pair of boots/
skis/poles that fit you perfectly and desperately hoarding them for as 
long as possible.

The Seventh Circle

As is that bull who breaks loose at the moment
In which he has received the mortal blow,
Who cannot walk, but staggers here and there,’

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto XII

The full impacts of backcountry skiing are never understood 
until the following morning. The too heavy pack that you’ve boot 
packed in with your skis strapped to the sides felt heavy during the 
weekend, but to fully understand the weight of club gear it is best to 
evaluate your body (or the remnants thereof) on Monday. It is likely 
that learning to ski in the backcountry will entail the moderate to 
intense use of muscles you were unaware of possessing - and the 
ensuing discontent that those parts of the body make known. 

Learning to ski on club gear means getting in ski shape before-
hand, or buying shares in whatever companies produce Tiger Balm/
epsom salts/ibuprofen.

The Eighth Circle

Out of the mouth of each one there protruded
The feet of a transgressor, and the legs
Up to the calf, the rest within remained.

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto XIX

At some point, after some combination of hiking, skinning, and 
camp-making, you will peel off the skins, point your tips downhill, 
and descend. At last, that which you came seeking, the elusive skiing 
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has become manifest. This feeling will last for somewhere between 
one and five seconds before you bail into a tree, snowbank, fellow 
skier, or creek. The above described result can be guaranteed in 9/10 
cases as it is likely that you either forgot that your heels were free, or 
had never skied before. But do not despair, this is what you came for.

Learning to ski on club gear (read telemark) means making an 
art of the bail. The only face shots you’ll be catching will be from 
your face hitting snow, as opposed to the more photogenically ad-
vantageous form of snow hitting your face.

The Ninth Circle

And notwithstanding that, as in a callus,
Because of cold all sensibility
Its station had abandoned in my face,

Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto XXXIII

Despite the weight, despite the wind, despite the rain, the pace, 
the faff, the gear, the pain, and the many, many bails, you will enjoy 
this. On some windswept ridge in a moment of anguish someone 
will joke about this still being better than being home, about good 
times outside with friends. You’ll all laugh - you understand the sen-
timent, you’re in full-on type II fun - you’ll laugh because it’s true.

Learning to ski on club gear means learning to ski tour with 
many other people who are learning the same thing. It means finding 
the people, techniques, objectives, and times that let you transcend 
the Inferno and enter into Paradiso - or at least Purgatorio.

Ski safely, ski happy, ski far, ski home.


