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This is a light-hearted, well-written account of the first ascent of Pumasillo 
(20,490 feet) sixty airline miles west of Macchu Picchu, in the summer of 
1957. The author, twenty-one, was the joint leader of the Cambridge 
Andean Expedition, of which all but two were Cambridge undergraduates; 
and the oldest, twenty-four, had worked in Peru and spoke Spanish. The 
irrepressible yet unobtrusive sense of humor and the easy attractive style 
make this book the kind that one is reluctant to put down until the end.



Americans will appreciate the party’s problems of both working out the 
approach and then mostly back-packing aided by some mule transport 
around three sides of a rectangle from the north and west to reach the 
mountain. Travel up the Vilcabamba valley from Chaullay to Tincoq and 
thence by a corkscrew route to the base had its ups and downs in more ways 
than one. Fierce dogs, cordiality of the family of a hacienda owner, variable 
weather, several arduous approach reconnaissances within less than ten 
miles, finally brought the party, by July 18, in ones or twos, to 15,000 feet 
directly under the summit.

Here a calendar of procedure was worked out. The techniques of the 
Mustagh Tower climb in 1956 had been carefully studied, and they were 
prepared with rock- and ice-pitons, étriers, and 1500 feet of extra fixed-rope 
without which the climb would not have succeeded. An upper base was made 
and two camps on the west ridge, the highest at about 18,900 feet. The 
climbing for the next week, mostly on snow-covered or bare ice, is vividly 
described. Several vertical pitches from a few feet to a hundred or more 
were overcome. "South facing snow is the curse of Andean mountaineer­
ing.” Layer upon layer of fine powder doesn’t soften enough to consolidate. 
By contrast steps on northerly facing slopes melt out and must be recut at 
each passage. "Fearful cuts and overhangs— the ridge was little more 
than an exaggerated lace curtain of ice.” "The 150 feet from its base— 
was the hardest climbing I had ever done anywhere.” "Harry’s and 
Ronnie’s feat in surmounting it with fifty-pound packs …  to establish 
Camp 2 on July 22.”

The weather was now perfect. The first pair reached the sensational 
summit the next day. One only could climb to and stand on the highest 
point at a time, while the other remained anchored across a gap on top 
of the "Mushroom” to guard the climber on precariously perched snow. 
Two more made it on July 25, one of the last rope of three got up on the 
27th, while the other two made fast in case the leader fell. The summit 
snowcap on rock appeared so perilously poised that the other two decided 
to forego the last twelve feet to the top as a measure of safety.

The whole expedition and the final climb were as good an example of 
cheerful, well executed teamwork, well described, as one could ask for. 
This is altogether a satisfactory story, told in a manner and style at which 
the British are pre-eminantly successful. The party is to be congratulated. 
The book should be added to everyone’s list of the best of recent moun­
taineering literature.
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