
Palisade Traverse, second continuous 
ascent. O ur climb consisted o f a
complete traverse o f the Sierra Crest from Southfork Pass to the sum m it o f Mt. Agassiz, a dis­
tance o f approximately eight miles. This route is notable not only for its length bu t also for its 
sustained elevation. At no point does the traverse drop below 13,000', and much o f the climbing 
is at or above 14,000', making it, in all likelihood, the highest continuous stretch o f alpine ridge 
in the continental United States.

As best we can determ ine this traverse had been climbed start to finish only once before, 
in 1979, by Palisade guide John Fischer and his client G erry Adams. A lthough he and Adams 
apparently  bypassed a few sections o f the ridge crest during  the last mile or so, this hardly 
detracts from their visionary achievement. Including these sections presented us with no excep­
tional difficulty, and we found that closely adhering to the crest along its entire length (with the



m inor exception o f the “D olphin Fin” between T hunderbolt and W inchell, which we skirted 
above the bergschrund) made for a satisfying route.

Partial traverses of the Palisades are not uncom m on, and a good route description can be 
found in several guidebooks. However, logistics contributed greatly to our success. Since m uch 
o f the climbing is fourth class and m ost obstacles go at 5.8, technical difficulty isn’t the prim ary 
reason attem pts at this traverse are unsuccessful. Weather, on the o ther hand, is decidedly an 
issue. Palisades storm s may be mild by the standards o f great ranges, but they’re still unavoid­
able. Seven o f our twelve days on the Crest (6/14-6/25) found us on the receiving end o f frozen 
precipitation. This complicated the climb and added to its duration. Had we not been prepared 
for such delays, we too might have failed.

Like Fischer and Adams we placed supply caches at strategic points, each stocked with 
three to four days o f food, fuel, and miscellaneous equipm ent. Establishing these caches was not 
a trivial undertaking— it required as much time and almost as much energy as the climb itself— 
but it kept our packs to a tolerable weight and m ore im portantly, gave us the m argin o f extra 
tim e we needed not to be hurried . We rem ained well-hydrated, well-fed, and well-equipped, 
and inclement weather proved no m ore than a m inor inconvenience.

The route is rated VI 5.9, bu t we feel com petent parties have a reasonable chance o f suc­
cess, provided they allow sufficient time. The first ascent team ’s tim e o f seven days is a tribute 
to the skill and stam ina o f its leader; low landers and weekenders (such as ourselves) should 
probably factor in a few m ore days. All in all, the Palisade Traverse is a m agnificent climb that 
we highly recom m end to aficionados o f alpine adventure. We hope another 25 years won’t pass 
before its next ascent.
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