
S ec o n d  P e a k , M iddle  P a l isa d e— F irst  A s c e n t  F rom  
t h e  N o r t h

A  route  hav ing  been found up the n o r th  face of the c u lm in a t­
ing peak of the M id d le  Palisade, there  remained the desirability of 
discovering one up the second highest su m m it  n o r th w es t  of the first,



13,956 ft. in elevation. A l tho ug h  its sheer no rth  face m anifestly  
p rec luded any such direct escalade as had been found  possible before, 
appearances favored a t ry  up a steep snow-filled couloir  ju s t  w est of 
the peak and a traverse  fro m  the notch a t  the  top eas tw ard  over the 
a rê te  to the sum m it.

A ccordingly , leaving camp a t  an early  hour,  I proceeded w es t­
w ard  across an u n d u la t in g  te r ra in  of g laciated gran i te ,  sparsely 
sca t tered  over  w ith  lodgepole pine, rounded  a long sp u r  p ro jec ting  
n o r th w a r d  f rom  the M id d le  Palisade  and  began to ascend the stream  
issuing from  a g lacier a t  the  foot of the desired peak. T h e  la t te r  
stood in fine perspective a t  the  head of an alpine gorge, its base 
obscured in dark  shadows, b u t  the sum m it g low ing  in b r ig h t  sun­
shine— a t ru ly  magnificent sight.

A f te r  going th ro u g h  an o th e r  n a r r o w  passage, I reached the 
te rm in us  of the glacier and crossed it tow ards  the coulo ir  w est of the 
peak. T he snow  being firm, such good progress w as  m ade  th a t  I  
w as  soon a t  the  schrund  ne a r  the foot of the  chute .  C ross ing  
w i th o u t  difficulty, I began steadily to ascend the  snow y couloir, 
being able in most places to kick in sufficiently to suppor t  m y  w eight.  
W h e n  nea r  the notch, I suddenly  sw u ng  onto  the rock-wall to the  
le f t  and w i th  some li t t le  difficulty succeeded in gain ing the  crest of 
the sum m it-a rê te .  T o  m y d isappointm ent ,  however, I found  the 
a rê te  so deeply gashed and  the cliffs on e ither  side so sheer, th a t  it  
did not seem feasible to con tinue  to the top of the m ou n ta in .  A t  
first sight also it did no t look possible to descend the cliff below me 
on the north . M o r e  careful scrutiny, however, disclosed a  w ay  
do w n  for some tw o  hu n d red  feet, a f t e r  w hich  a traverse  eas tw ard  
a long  the face of the m oun ta in ,  across the head of a la rge  couloir 
and a ro u n d  a shoulder,  m igh t  b r ing  one w ith in  s tr ik ing  distance 
of the sum m it.

T h e  descent p roved ra th e r  th r il ling , bu t  w ith  the exercise of 
care, no t very  hazardous .  I t  lay dow n steep pitches, shor t  chimneys, 
and a long  n a r ro w  shelves. T h e  traverse ,  tu r n in g  ou t to be easy, I 
soon reached the couloir, crossed it and s w u n g  a round  the shoulder  
beyond. T h e n  passing over  a s tr ip  of steeply-pitching snow  and 
rou n d in g  a buttress ,  I found myself looking up a Y-shaped couloir 
w ith  a peak a t  the te rm inu s  of e ither branch, the m ore  easterly  
being m anifes t ly  the  higher. I t  took only  a few  m inu tes  to descend 
into the ch u te  and fo l low  shelves a long  the  le f t  w a l l  of the. right 
branch  to the final a rê te  w h e re  a quick scram ble b ro ug h t  one to 
the sum m it.  T h i s  consisted of tw o  sharp  points, one overlooking 
the no r th  face w hich  dropped aw ay sheerly fo r m an y  h un d red s  of 
feet. E as t  of the  top, the a rê te  broke aw ay  ab ru p t ly  in a g rea t  
g a sh ;  sou th w ard ,  a f te r  shelving dow n fo r  perhaps tw o  h u n d red  
feet it fell aw ay  perpend icu la r ly  to th e  base of the  m oun ta in .  T h e  
view  of the highest peak of the M id d le  Palisade rising in s ta rk  
crags across the g re a t  in te rven ing  gap, and th a t  of the com m anding ,  
spire-like peaks of the o th e r  Palisades to the nor thw es t  w as very



striking. T h e r e  being no cairn present, apparen t ly  there  had been 
no previous ascent.

W i th in  an hour  I was on the re tu rn  tr ip  fo l low ing  the rou te  
of ascent to a point nea r  w here  I had descended the face of the 
cliff. H e re  I ven tu red  on a varia tion  of the fo rm er  line. A s I 
ascended the holds became so few and the angle so steep th a t  I 
feared I m igh t  be ge t t ing  into an em barrass ing cul-de-sac, should 
I be unable  to reach the crest, o r  if n e ither  it n o r  the o th e r  side 
should prove negotiable. In  case of an enforced re tu rn ,  the holds 
w ere  so rounded th a t  a rope could not be looped over them. H o w ­
ever the crest w as a tta ined  in safety and apparen t ly  it could be 
followed w es tw a rd  and the nor th  face opposite also be descended. 
Choosing the la t te r ,  all w en t  well fo r a while , but p resently  difficul­
ties arose. T h e  s teeply-tilted rocks and shor t  chimneys held loose snow 
u nder la in  w i th  ice, and the angle  w as  so steep th a t  if one’s footing 
gave way, he m igh t no t stop, shor t  of the base of the m ounta in .  
B ut being u nw il l ing  to  re tu rn  to the crest and s ta r t  anew, I headed 
in a diagonal direction w e s tw a rd  to w ard s  the large couloir  which 
I had ascended earl ier  in the day. W h e n  alm ost up to it, I came 
upon a fifty-foot d rop  bu t w ith  the aid of the rope got down. T h i s  
proved to be the last im pedim ent,  however,  for by h itching the rope 
to  a p ro t ru d in g  rock, I reached the m a rg in  of the couloir.

O n c e  off the  treacherous face of the m oun ta in ,  I sped dow n the 
chute  in a long glissade. U p o n  nearing  the schrund , I steered 
to w ard  a bridge and  shot over it. Difficulties and dangers  past, 
I hastened over  the glacier,  g lissading w herever  possible. As I 
came w ith in  sight of the lake, near  camp, the moon em erg ing  above 
a m oun ta in  to the cast, lighted up the sum m its  o f the M id d le  
Palisade. W i t h  some gratification I gazed a t  the steep f ro n t  of 
the highest peak, up w hich a n ew  route  had been discovered, and at 
th e  second highest t rod den  for the first time by hu m an  foot, a f te r  
a th r i l l ing  and som ew hat hazardous  climb.

N o r m a n  C l y d e .


