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Gordon Wiltsie’s To the Ends o f the Earth is a merry carnival of 
destinations, a shiny ride that spins readers through the globe's 
far-flung mountains. Wiltsie’s book will please you as a glittering 
photographic tour, though it may disappoint as a sustained nar­
rative. Gordon Wiltsie's career from Bishop climber to National 
Geographic regular makes him a perfect writer for a book like 
this, and WW Norton Publishing has come through with first- 
rate reproductions. This book offers insight into both sides of the 
camera—the places in front of the lens, and the man behind it.

To the Ends o f the Earth opens with a biographical chapter called “Getting Started” which 
details Wiltsie's early Bishop climbing days, and his formative acquaintance with mountain 
legends Galen Rowell and Doug Robinson. Not surprisingly, Wiltsie's photo career started with 
shots o f climbing trips, and progressed to what he defines as “Expedition Photography.” That 
means a “complicated exploratory endeavor that may be very expensive, involves years of plan­
ning, and involves risks far beyond what most people would consider acceptable.” And those 
endeavors and that risk fill the rest o f the book's nine chapters.

First and foremost, this is a book of cool photos. Wiltsie's chapters take us to the Arctic, 
to Baffin, to Nepal, to the Antarctic, to Mongolia and Peru and Chile and Nepal. It’s a wild ride. 
And beyond the photos, Wiltsie's ambition is to “step out of the shadows” and be recognized as 
“a full-fledged team member” on these hard expeditions. Every climber and wannabe Shipton 
will love the photos; whether Wiltsie deserves varsity status as an explorer and climber each 
reader can decide. One thing I know, it’s very hard to climb peaks and also get good photos. 
So full credit to anyone who can do either. If it’s only a rare talent like Galen Rowell who can 
do both at the highest level, then all the more reason to appreciate the clear colors and careful 
framing in Wiltsie’s photography.

If the volume has a shortcoming it lies in the narrative, which is presented, in staccato 
bursts of information. I suppose the point really is the photographs, but I do like the writing best 
where it sustains a point of view and develops instead o f describes characters and situations. 
Unfortunately, much of the book reads like National Geographic captions stitched together— 
informational but superficial.

On the plus side, Wiltsie emphasizes that photography is much more than a mirror to the 
physical world. Photography is a series of choices that shapes, frames, and even manipulates 
that world. Therein lies the art, and therein lies a particular power for the modern photographer. 
You see, on this threatened planet people need a reason to care about places and creatures 
beyond their own lawns. Wiltsie's lens and doughty explorations make him one bridge between 
ourselves and these other places and other beings. I’m reminded of John Muir and the Preser­
vationist ideal of getting people into the wild so they can see for themselves, and then become 
caring wilderness defenders, too. In Wiltsie’s case this guiding hand is extended through his 
photography. That environmental desideratum is made real with the presence of great spirits 
like Alex Lowe who appears throughout the volume to remind us that climbing’s joy is con­
nected to the places and the people that host it.



To the Ends o f the Earth is a collection of powerful photographs from beautiful places. 
If you’re looking for a treasury o f crisp images, and some understanding of the hand that holds 
the camera, well this is the book for you.
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