
Two Bo l i v i an  Cl i mbs
J o h n  T h a c k r a y

A i-Y ai-Y ai-Y ai

T he English engineer rem inds me of one of my schoolm asters. W e’ve 
spread a m ap of H uayna Potosi in fron t of him , and asked if the w ater- 
gathering aqueducts on the western flanks are passable on foot. Yes, he 
is positive, adam ant. His pink index finger bristles against the m ap’s dun  
colors and w avering con tou r lines. Terrific: we lap up the  good news. 
A fte r the k ind com pany truck  drops us a t the E stancia B otijlaca on the 
Z ongo R oad, the beginning of the northw est ridge should be bu t four 
hours away.

F irs t steps on the aqueduc t’s reta in ing  walls are  w eirdly dream like. 
W ater flows one way, we float the o ther, tiptoeing over a precipice. Y et 
the d ream  is shattered, w hen the aqueduct exits from  a narrow  tunnel 
w hich is cu t from  a massive rock face. T he w ater runs too fast, too cold, 
the  tunnel is too  dark  and cram ped  to negotiate w ith ou r packs.

R om an, K en  and I re trace ou r steps. O ur faith  in the English engi- 
neer-schoolm aster persists, because a few  hours later we have trucked  
south to  the dam  and  pow er station, and are  hiking along ano ther aque­
duct, w ith the sam e result. Back to the m ain road: another hitch, south 
again, to  the quavering lights of the m ining village of M illuni. A fte r 
d inner at the neolithic village eatery, we descend m ore than  six hundred  
fee t underground , tou ring  the near depleted tin  m ine. T he slime u nder­
foot, the stifling heat, the safety hazards— I keep telling m yself this isn’t 
such a b izarre approach  to  a climb.

N ex t m orning, in the m ain square, a crow d gawks at us. I t’s the 
double boots th a t intrigue them . M aybe they th ink we are related  to 
astronauts. H ow  m uch do the boots cost? I tell the guy. H e looks no 
less puzzled than  if I ’d told him  of the billions of light years betw een us 
and  the stars.

A  squatting  w om an, w incing at the fierce sunlight, asks: “W here are 
you going, Caballero?”

“To the m ountain . H uayna Potosi.”
“A i-yai-yai. A nd w hat do you do on the m ountain?”
“W e clim b it.”
“H ow  fa r?”
“To the top, if possible.”
“A nd how  m uch do you get paid?”
“N othing. W e do it fo r the sport, m a’am .”
“A i-ai-yai-yai-yai, caballero!” she laughs, w arm ly, scornfully . She 

has a true sense of the absurd.
A  truck  briefly helps us over the pass, tow ards the eastern flanks







of H uayna. F ro m  here we could take a short cut, onto the conspicuous 
eastern  glacier, and thence to  our ridge. But w arily  we opt instead—- 
unnecessarily, as it tu rns ou t— to give the m ountain  a wide berth , and 
m ake a de tour th a t ends up being over twelve miles long.

This p lan does not sit well with Ken, who has been m aking poor 
tim e, and having trouble w ith his pack. By the late m orning I w onder 
w hat is tak ing him  so long to drop out. D uring a m id-day break he 
asks if there are cam iones leaving fo r La Paz from  the settlem ent m arked 
on the m ap as three miles away. C am iones? Sure. Y ou bet. Lots of 
them . (How should I know?) W e redistribu te  supplies. K en regards a 
subsidiary peak, called M aria Lloco, 5522 m eters, and thinks of soloing 
it. K enny Loco. H e is easily unpersuaded. H is departu re  leaves us 
strangely dejected, sluggish in ou r m ovem ents and drained of m orale 
th roughou t the afternoon. H e’s put a curse on us. W e pass one aban ­
doned, tim orous cluster of m ud huts. G uiltily, I think som ething like 
this gutted  settlem ent was K en’s destination.

T w enty-four hours later on, we reach the foo t of the clim b. W e’d 
trucked  and hoofed over a 300° arc around  the sum m it finishing past 
L aguna E speranza and shim m ering Jankho  K hota. N ow , finally, the 
m ountain  is close up, palpable. A broad, steep, sparkling ice gully 
faces us.

“W hy don’t we solo it?” R om an cheerfully  suggests.
“A ll righ t w ith m e,” I reply, w hile inside I ’m w ailing “ai-yai-yai.” 

I ’ve never clim bed before w ith R om an, never done such serious ice u n ­
roped, never been on a glacier. But the anxiety is only partly  real; it 
is p a rt pretence, the hyperbole all clim bers indulge in.

The five-hundred-foot gully takes about an hour, and is to be the 
finest m om ent of pure clim bing on the route— alm ost w orth  ou r oblique 
approach . On the ridge proper, we negotiate a small rock outcrop. Then 
an easy w alk to a decent cam psite.

T he chief obstacle across our path  is a broad rock band , topped by a 
chorus of glistening séracs. W e are both agreed tha t the best rou te  lies 
up  the ram p. H ow ever it tu rns out tha t R om an m eans one ram p, and I 
ano ther. W e start up mine, w hich is steep, narrow s into a gully, lies d i­
rectly  below the séracs, and is technically  excessively difficult. R om an 
curses and swears. O ur early  m orning strength has been squandered. H e 
sw ears som e m ore. The sound of the piton he is ham m ering fo r a rappel 
m ight upset the séracs. H e discovers tha t his pin lies in an expanding 
flake. E m ptying him self o f oaths, he flays the pin unavailingly. W e 
secure the  rope to an ill-shaped, dubious bollard and descend gingerly.

R om an’s ram p doesn’t lack excitem ent. T he snow soon peters out 
at a seventy-foot pyram id of b roken faces, and unstable conglom erations 
o f boulders. Some of the m oves seem like 5.1 o r 5.2. The whole section 
feels as stable as a house o f cards.

Back on ice, in the afternoon  we rope up fo r the first tim e on this 
climb, and cross a few  crevasses. W e hope to take the sum m it p lateau by



nightfall, b u t are restra ined  by inadequate acclim atization  above 17,000 
feet. T here are  no  usable bivy spots to be seen. U pw ard  rolling ice 
fields only, w hich are periodically  sliced open. These giant w ounds ex­
pose the h istory  of the glacier, like rings on a tree trunk.

E ventually  we find relief. W e will sleep in a portion  o f a crevasse, 
th a t is covered w ith a snow bridge the size o f a m onk’s cell. T he 
crevasse’s tow ering, upw ard lip of ice is curved like a wave over us—  
a pro tecting  wave, we hope. Blue tinted, ectoplasm ic in the dark , it re ­
flects the stars and glossy m oon. F a r  below we see grey and fluffy 
clouds from  the jungle doze and nestle against one another. R om an and 
I debate the problem s of technological, post-industrial societies. T he 
effect is strangely consoling.

C onditions have been excellent up to now. B ut the last passage, the 
final lift, is clim bed on crystalline, unstable snow, alm ost greasy feeling. 
R om an, w ho has been steadily gaining strength  and verve as I ’ve been 
losing mine, takes the lead. F rom  the p lateau  the sum m it is clearly 
shaped, distinct, like a canine tooth. It is livid w hite, beckoning, th ro b ­
bing against the electric blue sky.

W e have arrived. T here are foot tracks leading up from  the west, 
w hich peeter ou t fifteen feet from  the top. W e know  w hose: the o ther 
ha lf of ou r group, who have been clim bing the norm al w estern route. 
T hey m ust have m ade the sum m it yesterday, and stopped short, fearing 
a possible cornice.

R om an prepares to take my photograph  on the sum m it pinnacle.
“Stand up stra igh t,” he says. I’d  been slum ping, gasping, over my 

ice axe.
I sm arten  up, now assum e the trad itional conquero r’s pose, right 

foo t pressed dow n on the vanquished prey, and w ith stern profile gaze 
fa r  into infinity— “ai-yai-yai, caballero!”

Climbing the Unseen, on Illimani

W e are descending the standard , west ridge o f Illim ani. W as it fou r 
o r five days we had  clim bed? A t this po in t we hard ly  care. W e are 
spent, inw ardly and outw ardly. O ur equ ipm ent is pathetic, som e o f it 
lost; o u r food is zero; and fuel is scant. I ’ve frostbite on m y fingers, 
and w ater sloshes in m y boots, due to failed gaiters, from  w hich I will 
suffer trenchfoot. R om an is ill w ith w hat is la ter diagnosed as b ron ­
chitis. W e can ’t to lerate  ano ther night on this b ru tish  m ountain .

W e are  thum ping w eakly through  deep pow dery snow, about three 
hours dow n from  the daw n sum m it, w hen R om an starts hallucinating.

“I see clim bers dow n low er on the ridge,” he says.
I look down. N othing. N othing for the next hour of p lodding— the 

nex t two hours. P oo r R om an. H e’s lost touch w ith reality, thinking 
now  th a t we will m eet som eone we know  in this chilling, steep w ilder­
ness. But I understand, and share the im pulse. W e w ant to be ac-





know ledged, w elcom ed back into the hum an com m unity. We are full 
of pride and loneliness.

In the early  afternoon , the dream  turns into reality. I do see a 
couple o f thin, stick-like figures far below. A vindicated R om an now 
says one of them  is sure to be A ndré C ontam ine, the F rench  m oun­
taineer, who I im agine is now tucked in a cozy Parisian bed. As we 
approach  to w ithin a thousand  feet, four figures are setting up cam p.

“I ’m sure they  are w om en clim bers,” I tell R om an. “Som ething 
about the w ay they m ove.”

But there  are no w arm , em bracing alpine A m azons. Instead four 
sartorially  perfect clim bers setting up an im m aculate cam psite. T heir 
cheerfulness, energy, pristine equipm ent are enviable. In  contrast, we 
are like w ild m ountain  savages.

A m idst a polyglot of different languages, punctuated  by our ex­
hausted  breathing, it em erges they are Poles, from  Lodz. G enerous Poles 
w ho feed us non-stop, coil ou r rope, take our photographs. T he nam e 
of the late A ndrzej M roz is m entioned, a legendary  Pole, w hom  R om an 
had  clim bed w ith in F rance. P iotr, the handsom e leader, says: “ If you 
knew  M roz, m aybe you know  R om an L aba?”

“But I am R om an L aba!” he protests.
“Y ou do n ’t look like him . Y ou have changed,” says P iotr, recalling 

how  years ago they both m et w ith M roz and w ent to the movies in 
Paris.

A nd thus we are w elcom ed back to civilization, m ore generously and 
m ore aptly  than  we could have im agined. W e feel re luctan t to break off 
this encounter. Y et the ea rth ’s colors at the hem  of the m ountain  look 
w arm , tender, inviting. T he Poles direct us to their palatial Base C am p, 
w here we will be feted like kings. U nfortunate ly  Illim ani is no t so k ind 
as they. As a final gesture, we are benighted on a m oraine, hooked in 
the m ountain’s last claw.

Illim ani is not an elegant peak. R ather than  character, it has hulking 
mass. It em anates a grim  pow er, w hich can be felt from  L a Paz, tw enty 
miles away. Perhaps because o f its proxim ity to the capital, Illim ani 
is clim bed m ore th an  any o ther peak in the C ordillera Real. A ll the 
new routes on the visible no rthern  and w estern flanks have been done, 
local savants tell us. O ne new  route possibility rem ains, tucked out of 
sight of the view from  La Paz: the south face o f the south peak. M ore 
inform ation  than  this is hard  to find. We have seen one far-aw ay 
aerial color slide th a t m akes the route appear foreshortened  and hard  
to  judge. A nd we w ould, in fact, never see ou r face in its entire ty—  
just as well, perhaps, or we m ight never have dared  start up.

The open camión is standard  long-distance transporta tion  fo r Bo­
livian peasants, m iners, and indigent m ountaineers. By now  we thought 
ourselves inured to this m ode of travel. Y et on the road to Illim ani, we 
discover a new  dim ension of d iscom fort and terror.



F irs t signs of trouble begin an hour ou t of La Paz, w hen the truck 
stops, the d river’s assistant p roduces a stone-breaking m allet. W ith this 
he flays a t the bolts securing the truck  body to the suspension. A t o ther 
halts, the generator, the fuel pum p, half the electrical system are  all 
dism antled, repaired  and p u t together. O nce we pause fo r over an 
hour, to exchange one alm ost bald tire on one side of the truck  w ith 
another, treadless tire on the o ther side. T hen  we passengers m ust in­
flate one o f these massive truck  tires, using a bicycle pum p.

T he road  itself is a m asterpiece of casual construction  and persistent 
neglect. Even ou r typically steel nerves are tu rned  to w ater w hen the 
truck , groaning and  heaving at two miles an hour, pitches and  tosses 
like a ship in a storm  as it sways dow n and ou t of deep ru ts and bo ttom ­
less potholes. Once the driver tells everyone to get out and w alk the 
next mile, because the surface is so treacherous.

W orst of all are the ou tw ard  tu rns in the road : w hen the truck  
lurches into space and hovers, suspended over a precipice fo r a sicken­
ing, timeless m om ent— a m aneuver tha t is especially gripping w hen snow 
and ice cover the turn . R om an tells me tha t in P eru  he has read new s­
paper stories w here such trucks often topple off m ountains, sending 
dozens o f Indians to the ir death. So we scan the valley floor fo r 
charred  and shattered  truck  debris. W hen fear is uncontrollable, we 
ride on the backboard , ready to leap fo r safety. O ur fellow passengers 
laugh at ou r te rro r— laugh generously, w ith a hum or that, as always w ith 
these Indians, is easy for us to share.

A fte r this tw elve-hour ordeal, we arrive at the village of the M ina 
U ran ia  and  quickly  hike out. Som ew here south of the p rom inent sou th ­
w est ridge, w hich is visible from  La Paz, we begin the search fo r the 
route. T here  is a  full day of crabw ise traveling, and ano ther m orning, 
before, high to the east, we glimpse a sharply raked, floating icefield, 
topped  by a scattering  of séracs.

I t is tim e to m ove up. A n easy ram p to the face is blocked by a 
m ean, slack-jawed w hale of a crevasse. W e tiptoe over unstable, m ushy 
snow bridges, then clim b three pitches of severe, technical ice gullies. 
I t’s nearly  tw ilight, and there is no sign of a bivouac spot. O ur ground 
is b rick  hard , and unm itigatedly steep. O ccasionally we cross grim  sec­
tions of im penetrable, very brittle, slippery black ice.

W e are fran tic  fo r a place to sleep. W e feel angry, betrayed by the 
m ountain. In  alm ost total darkness we grum pily beat dow n a couple of 
narrow  snow  platform s, and tie-in to a short, protective rock face above. 
T o the east we hear avalanches trundling and roaring  persistently. I l­
lim ani is having nightm ares.

It is a dazzling m orning w hen we reach the face and finally understand  
w hat we are com m itted to. To the east and below there  is a zig-zag 
road  th a t leads up to the mine. H ad  we approached  tha t way, w e’d have 
saved a day, and better understood  the route. T he face itself is uniform ly 
steep, and snow conditions are poor. But it’s the séracs tha t cause



enorm ous qualm s. T hey are not, as we im agined, a random  half dozen, 
b u t a w hole regim ent of them , who m enacingly, shoulder to shoulder, 
guard  all d irect lines to the sum m it. “If  I ’d know n about them , I ’d 
never have com e on this clim b,” R om an m utters. “M aybe we should 
re trea t,” I bravely suggest. But it will take as long to get off as to finish 
the climb.

T here is little elation as we snow -kick our way heavenw ards. By the 
tim e we are directly  under the tow ers, it is late afternoon. A gain there’s 
no t a decent bivy place anyw here. W e are stunned by the séracs’ stature. 
M ost of them  are over a hundred  feet tall. We im agine there is some 
w ay tha t we m ay sneak a path  through  them . I prepare to lead, when 
clouds swiftly close in across the séracs. The sudden loss of visibility 
saps m y confidence. L ight drains from  the sky. M y m ovem ents becom e 
sluggish, incoherent. I decline the  challenge. So, roped together, we 
traverse level w ith the base o f the séracs, treading som e of the hardest 
ice yet encountered. I slip on a patch  o f black ice. R om an saves.

A gain we feel betrayed, unfairly  tested by the m ountain , which 
refuses to yield up a level space. T he best bivouac we can find is a 
coffin-sized break in a sérac wall, wide enough for R om an to get his 
back on. I dig a p la tfo rm  fo r my pack, and sit on it; tying into an ice 
ham m er th a t only bites into the ice by a m iracle. N either R om an’s ham ­
m er, nor ou r axes can  do m ore than  repeatedly shatter this ice into 
thousands of shards.

N ex t m orning we are in bad shape. M y brain  is stuffed w ith cotton, 
m y limbs w ith molasses. A fter five hours of groggy climbing, we pass 
th rough  the séracs and, in an orderly  fashion, collapse on the sou th­
west ridge about three hundred  feet from  the sum m it, and about 5000 
feet from  ou r start. W e sleep th rough  the afternoon  at 21,000 feet, 
w ake fo r supper, and then doze off. I often sit up to stare at the lights 
of La Paz levitating on the dark  horizon.

F o r the first tim e, we try  clim bing before sunup, hoping to m aster 
the  upper pa rt of the descent rou te  before the now custom ary afternoon  
clouds roll in. T he cold is stinging, rem orseless. A wispy light breeze 
has a vicious, searing chill-power. P ining fo r the sun, in an h ou r we 
reach  the sum m it and the dawn. But its w arm th  is negligible.

T here’s a new born, u tterly  lum inous and lim pid sky. An intense 
v ibrancy radiates from  the m ountains of the cordillera to the no rth  and 
the Q uim sa C ruz to the south. But we don’t ta rry  long, because of 
the cold, because we are sum m oned to o u r welcom ing reception.

Summary o f Statistics:

A r e a : C ordillera Real, Bolivia.

N e w  R o u t e s : H uayna P o tosí, 19 ,996  feet, N ortheast R idge, June 17 to
20, 1974 (R om an L aba, John  T hackray).
Illim ani, 21,201 feet, South F ace  of the South Peak, started  on July  2
and reached sum m it on July 6 (Laba, T hackray).


