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Stovelen, Northern Lights; various icefalls. April 2008: 
I ’m  eating d inn er w ith Benoît Robert, w ho has just 
re tu rn ed  from  a skiing and  sailing trip  to  the Lyn­
gen Alps. He shows m e his p ic tures o f  Stovelen, a 
steep 850m  face rising  s tra igh t ou t o f  the  sea and  
laced w ith th in  lines. I’m  im m ediately in trigued and 
m ust go there. There are so m any first ascents to  be 
m ade on that face, so the project is bo rn . I log on to 
Google E arth. The region seems perfectly designed 
for th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  ice clim bs— cliffs to p p ed  by 
snow slopes.

The first obstacle is the cost. For a Frenchm an, 
N orw egian prices are exorb itant. The price o f  re n t­
ing a boa t is equivalent to abou t six m o n th s’ salary. 
But, despite the cost, eventually greatly reduced by ou r partners Millet and Petzl, there was no 
problem  finding people who w anted to com e along. I pu t together a team  prim arily  o f guides 
and  asp iran ts, th ou gh  I was the only person  w ho knew  all o th e r m em bers: Gérald  D u ran t, 
T hierry Franc, D orian Labeye, Benoît Robert, and Ludovic Seiffert. I also asked a friend, Bruno 
Peyronnet, a filmmaker. By m aking a film we hoped to finance the trip.

In early M arch we landed at Tromso after an exceptional w inter season in France, where 
I’d clim bed 50 days on ice. The captain o f the boat, Ivar Bertelsen o f Boreal Yachting, brought 

us to  th e  base o f  S tovelen  (N  69°43 '32 .04", E 
20°16'54.07"). The face appeared drier than  in the 
pho tos, and  only one o f  the lines we’d envisaged 
seem ed feasible. We clim bed the coulo ir righ t o f 
th is coveted face to  scope o u t the descent, w hich 
we w ould alm ost certainly have to do in the dark. 
The couloir was a delight to ski, as were the steep 
slopes directly beneath the sum m it o f Stovelen.

At sunrise  the  follow ing day, M arch 5, we 
h ead ed  for th e  face. T he 25m  a p p ro a c h  fro m  
bo a t to  shore was m ade in a Zodiac. We do n n ed  
cram pons and  roped  up  on the beach. Above, ice 
an d  m ixed sections were linked by snow  slopes. 
These slopes concerned  us, as it had  been snow ­
ing recently, w ith m uch w ind, m aking the stability 
o f  these slopes questionable. The first crux was a 
vertical dihedral plastered w ith snow. It ended w ith 
a snow m ushroom , through which I had to tunnel. 
The route then  clim bed beautiful gullies, alternat-



ing m ixed sections and snow slopes. The second 
c rux  was a ch im ney  o f  u ncon so lida ted  snow, 
w hich we clim bed w ith  o u r backs on  the rock 
and our cram pons in the snow. It was the m ost 
ru n o u t section o f  the route, the only protection  
on the 60m  p itch  being a blue C am alot. But at 
least the belay was solid.

Eventually, we po p p ed  o u t in to  the  exit 
couloir, d irectly beneath  the sum m it. T he cou­
loir presented the easiest way to the top, b u t we 
were concerned  ab o u t en orm ous overhanging 
cornices at the exit. We decided to b ranch  left 
th rough  mixed terrain  threatened by avalanches 
an d  cornices. It was beginning to get dark. The 
last rem aining obstacle was the sum m it cornice. 
I found a crack a few m eters below it and placed 
a solid Alien. Now, well protected, I could com ­
m it to  the final section . Fortunately, I fo un d  a 
sm all ch im ney tha t allowed m e to clim b easily 
w ith o u t having to dig too  m uch . We reached 
the top  at nightfall. We nam ed our route N o rth ­
ern  Lights (V + /5+  M 5+, 850m ). N ext day we 
c lim bed  a su n ny  w aterfall ju s t above the  sea, 
500m o f W I5/5+ and pure fun.

M ost o f  the  team  had  to  head  h om e to 
F rance for w ork , b u t Ludo an d  I stayed. We 
ren ted  a car an d  headed ou t to  explore the ice 
o f  the Lyngen Alps, m aking o u r approaches on 
ski. We had  an am azing week, visiting a differ­
en t location every day, never know ing w hether 
the waterfalls we clim bed had previously been 
ascended. It thrilled us to be ice clim bing direc t­
ly above the sea. The quality  o f  ice was excep­
tional, often perfect plastic. O nce, we clim bed 
an  en tire  p itch  w ith o u t sw inging m ore  th a n  
once to stick a pick. I have never seen such high- 
quality ice before; perhaps it is a result o f being 
so close to the sea? For good quality ice to form , there needs to  be a consistent tem perature for 
a long period, and it seems likely tha t the G ulf Stream helps by tem pering variations in weather 
and  tem perature.

The m ost difficult line we clim bed is located just above M assachusetts Institute of Tech­
nology Lynkspollen facility. It is a 350m  waterfall w ith  a final pitch o f  W I6— th in  ice w ith a 
slightly overhanging section. The valley o f Kafjordis is also appealing, w ith  ice on  bo th  sides. 
Just above the south-side parking lot we m et the only o ther clim bers we saw during  the entire 
trip: two Finns visiting for the weekend. We clim bed a classic 300m  waterfall o f  W I3/3+ and



the beautiful wall just to its left, w hich gave 60m  o f 5+. We also w ent to the O rnersdal Gorge 
farther up valley, where we discovered m any m agnificent lines, including a 60m  W I6, hidden at 
the end o f  a narrow  corridor. A little farther into the gorge we clim bed beautiful vertical walls, 
as wide as they were tall. We also clim bed w onderful waterfalls above Furuflatten in the valley 
tha t leads to Jiehkkevarri. A o ne-h our approach reaches the classic clim b o f the valley, a wide, 
100m flow o f plastic ice. Just a few hun d red  m eters to the left, we clim bed an o ther beautiful, 
slightly-steeper wall. D uring  ou r stay in Lyngen we also crossed the sea w ith dolphins, m ade 
excellent ski descents, and  were in awe o f  the au rora  borealis. I have to  com e back; there are 
entire valleys filled w ith hundreds o f  waterfalls still waiting to  be discovered.

In Septem ber, while descending the M atterho rn  w ith a client, Gerald fell. O u r tr ip  and 
the film tha t we m ade (Stovelen et les garçons de Bruno P ey ro n n e t; ww w.realpiniste.com ) are 
dedicated to his m em ory.

P h i l i p p e  B a t o u x , France (translated by Todd Miller).
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