
Mt. Dickey, Snowpatrol. After hearing vague rum ors concerning a gorge with mixed lines 5,000' 
high, half an hour from camp, Andy Sharpe and I packed a spare pair o f socks and headed out 
to the Ruth to see what we could find.

We flew in and got dum ped off below the south face of Dickey on March 28. Few places 
have the potential for instant im pact like the Ruth. O ne m inute you are try ing  to drow n last 
night’s beers w ith strong coffee in Talkeetna, and next thing you know that nice sun has been



blotted  ou t by walls o f shear, ice- 
streaked granite tow ering up into the 
sky all a round  you. You can’t even tell 
how big they are. There is no th ing  to 
scale them  against. Everything is just 
huge. It took us all a fternoon  to set up 
camp because we couldn’t keep our eyes 
from  craning upw ards. Does it link? 
Will it go? How strong you feeling? How 
m uch whisky we bring?

O n April 1 we set off on  a line o f 
ice and snow  gullies tha t ran alm ost 
continuously dow n from  the sum m it of 
Dickey, just to the right o f the 1974 
Roberts-Rowell-W ard route up the 
southeast buttress. After ten 60m pitches 
we reached a good snowfield, dug ou t a 
good bivy and were soothed to sleep by 
the no rth e rn  lights flickering over the 
west face o f The M oose’s Tooth. In the 
m orning the previous day’s good w eath
er had been replaced by an om inous 
layer o f low ering cloud. Two m ore 
pitches and the cloud hit. W ith it came
the snow. We were aware tha t all the lovely ice and 
nevé we had been clim bing was there only because 
our line serves as the drain for 5,000' of steep granite 
above. W hat we d id n ’t realize was just how little 
tim e you have after the first snowflake lands. 
A lm ost im m ediately sp indrift started  pouring  
dow n the gully w ith im pressive force. Four hours 
later we could breathe and see again, after being 
virtually  avalanched ou t the base o f the gully. 
Dickey bites.

We waited patiently for stable weather. After 
seven days we got im patient and headed back up on 
the first m oderately good day. We thought perhaps 
if we could get m uch higher on the first day, before 
the snow started, the force o f the spindrift w ouldn’t 
be so great.

Between April 9 and 11 we m ade the first 
ascent o f Snow patrol (1,600m , VI W I5+). It 
involved approxim ately 40 pitches o f clim bing, 
mainly on nevé, snow, and water ice, all three up to 
90°, w ith som e mixed pitches th rough  the shale



band guarding the sum m it slopes. We clim bed using a norm al Scottish w inter rack and one 
snow stake, which was invaluable. A lthough we used bivy bags, with a bit o f digging we could 
have used a small tent. The climbing was excellent and sustained at an interesting level, with the 
crux pitches involving teetering round  large snow m ushroom s in the upper gully system. 
We climbed through heavy spindrift for the first two days, but were then granted some sun and 
sum mited to clear skies at 6 p.m. on the third day. Descent was down the norm al west face route 
via 747 Pass, in deep but easy snow, and we arrived back in the Ruth at m idnight.

The whole route was o f high quality and in theory should be climbable early m ost 
seasons until mid-April. Just watch ou t for that snowfall.

S a m  C h in n e r y , United Kingdom


