HMC Summer Grant: The North Cascades

by DunBAR CARPENTER

HE Harvard Mountaineering Club has a long and illustrious histo-

ry of activity in the mountainous regions of North America, a his-
tory that today’s club both reveres and struggles to live up to. In recent
years, the HMC has had considerable success as a climbing club, as we
have managed to generate high levels of enthusiasm for the sport in
the Harvard community. As a mountaineering club, however, there is
room for improvement. This entails leaving vertically challenged New
England, as well as building a sufpcient body of skill and experience
for the challenges of the alpine environment. To this end, the HMC
Summer Climbing Grant, brainchild of club president Kevin Jones,
was founded. The grant is intended to fund an annual HMC summer
climbing expedition with an emphasis on alpine climbing and the ac-
quisition and honing of mountaineering skills. The following is the
story of the prst HMC Summer Climbing Grant-funded trip.

In pulling together a proposal for this trip, | took my cue from the
HMC climbing camps of years past. The tradition of summer climbing
camps goes back to the 1950s, when the club began taking semi-annual
trips to the mountains of Western Canada for the purpose of “instruc-
tion in the pne points of not only leading in all types of conditions, but

On the approach to Boston Basin the expedition was slowed by heavy packs, a steep
and snow-covered trail, and the need to navigate through a whiteout on the second day.
Here Karen Lovely, Jen Nan, Amar Vutha, Bryant Etheridge, and Lukas Filler trudge
upward from tree line in warm but foggy conditions.
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The kitchen area of base camp, located a few hundred feet below tree line in Boston
Basin. Amenities included nearby running water, a spectacular view of peaks and faces
across the valley, and afternoon sun to dry clothes dampened by the melting snow.
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also in taking charge of an expedition as a wholed (Harvard Mountain-
eering, 1953, p. 25-29). The summer trip of 2008 was, in part, an effort
to revive the tradition of alpine climbing camps, which ceased being a
regular part of club activities in the 1970s.

The main goal of this trip was to get people comfortable on glaciated
alpine terrain. As the most heavily glaciated region in the contiguous
United States, the North Cascades seemed to be an appropriate loca-
tion. The North Cascades also have the advantage of being accessible
(a couple hours drive from Seattle), offering moderate yet impressive
climbing, and being in territory vaguely familiar to several club mem-
bers. Our specipc destination was the aptly named Boston Basin in the
Cascade Pass area. In Boston Basin, we would be surrounded by rocky
ridgelines, glaciers, impressive faces, sharp peaks, steep snow slopes,
and deep, heavily forested valleys plunging below. Trip members in-
cluded an eclectic group of Harvard graduate students, undergradu-
ates, one faculty member, and one MIT alumni: Jonathan Barlev, Dun-
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View of Boston Basin, with Cascade Pass beyond, from the southwest side of Forbid-
den Peak. Here Dunbar Carpenter and Jonathan Barlev approach a snow gulley to gain
Forbidden Peakis West Ridge. The large mountains on the horizon are Dome Peak (left)
and Glacier Peak (right).
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bar Carpenter, Alexander Cole, Bryant Etheridge, Lukas Filler, Karen
Lovely, Jim Mediatore, Paul Moorcroft, Jen Nan, Caroline Pihl, Rikka
Strong, Adam Traina, Amar Vutha, and Hannah Waight.

The trip began with seven of us meeting up in Seattle on June 10,
packing into rental mini-vans, picking up food and supplies, and
heading for the tiny mountain town of Marblemount, WA. Of course
there were the travel complications requisite of any large expedition,
brought on by a missed yight connection that forced one of the vans
to stay in Seattle until 10pm before making the three hour drive to the
mountains. At Marblemount, the Seattle crew was joined by Paul, Jen
and Jonathan coming off of a short trip to Squamish.

The following day involved checking in at the ranger station, pick-
ing up last minute supplies, driving 19 miles up the dirt access road
and packing gear into packs. This process somehow managed to take
up the entire morning, giving the trip a characteristically late HMC
start. With 60 to 70 pounds on each of our backs, it was about 1pm
when we began the 6 mile, 3000 foot approach to Boston Basin under
a light drizzle. Six hours of hauling later, the whole troop was thor-
oughly thrashed, and we decided to make camp at what turned out to
about two-thirds of the way to our eventual base camp. We had hoped
to make the entire approach that day, but our late start, heavy packs,
and an excessively steep, snow-covered trail through slide alder and
over mudslides made such progress impossible.

Day two involved whiteout conditions, more hiking under heavy
loads, and a lot of wondering on the snowy slopes around tree line
before we settled on a base camp location that was near where we
thought Boston Basin should be. There was plenty of snow, includ-
ing a fresh dose that had fallen about a week prior, so making camp
involved shoveling out platforms for tents, as well as building a small
arena of benches for a kitchen. A lavatory was made behind the up-
turned roots of a fallen tree.

We awoke to another morning of poor, whiteout conditions, so a
small contingent returned to the vans for extra supplies. The rest of us
explored the area, trying to get our bearings in poor visibility. In the
late morning, the clouds began to lift, and by afternoon we were seeing
blue sky and sun. We learned that this pattern of fog in the morning
followed by clearing up later in the day and at higher elevations was
fairly routine and that one should not be dissuaded from climbing by
poor morning visibility. We took advantage of improving weather that
afternoon by practicing self-arrest, building snow anchors, and work-
ing on other snow skills.



The following day saw a large group attempt on Sahale that termi-
nated unsuccessfully after we got on a ridge too early. But this attempt
did succeed in raising our comfort level on mid-June Cascadian ter-
rain. From then on, a daily pattern developed whereby several small
groups would set out each morning for an objective, usually returning
by mid-afternoon for a large meal and a chance to dry out wet gar-
ments. Evenings were full of storytelling, plan making, and more cook-
ing. By nightfall people began hitting the hay.

Several days in, Alexander, Rikka, Adam, and Caroline joined us
after having driven across the country from Cambridge.

Whiteouts, occasional drizzle, wet slides, scorching sun on the
snow, and bergschrunds were among the challenges encountered. Sev-
eral marmots, a bear, a coyote, and perhaps a half dozen humans were
the major fauna sighted. We quickly learned that early starts were the
way to go so that snow would be prm for the approach. On several
nights the snowpack never froze, but the post-holing was rarely bad.
There were perhaps a dozen summit attempts in all, and each one is
a story unto itself. Below are four of these stories in the words of their
participants.

Sahale and a Team of Four

by KaAren LoveLy

NOTHER day of adventure in the North Cascades was upon

us. Lukas, Hannah, Bryant, and I rolled from our sleeping bags
around 4:30am, hoping to begin the dayis climb before the sun soft-
ened the icy crust that kept us from post-holing through the snow.
After adjusting our eyes to daybreak, boiling several litters of water
apiece, nourishing our appetites with oatmeal and warming up with a
cup of tea, we began the ascent out of Boston Basin toward the summit
of Sahale Peak.

The climb began with a trek across snowpelds with Johannesburg
rising from the valley to our southwest, the summits of Forbidden and
Torment looming behind us, and Boston Peak just to our northeast. We
crossed through the snowy debris that remained from an avalanche of
aweek or two earlier and began a steep ascent up an icy snow-covered
slope that brought us to the Sahale Arm. On an excursion a few days
prior, a larger group of us had attempted to summit Sahale. In the
earlier attempt, we followed a rocky ridge off Sahale Arm, scrambling



Right: Karen Lovely taking in the
spectacular view from a gendarme
on the South Ridge of Sahale. This
was the expeditionis prst sum-
mit attempt, and one of several
on Sahale. The peaks in the back-
ground are on the opposite side of
Cascade Pass.
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Below: Bryant Etheridge making
his way up summit pyramid of
Sahale (8680 feet) via the South
Route. This was the prst of several
successful summits of Sahale by
the HMC.
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over boulders, climbing several exposed sections of class four rock,
and ascending a steep snow-slope to a nice lunch spot. We were forced
to retreating when we realized a long rocky traverse was still between
us and the summit.

Today, however, we were determined to summit our prst peak
of the trip. We arrived at Sahale Arm mid-morning, and rather than
climbing the ridgeline, we roped up to cross the Sahale glacier. With
the snow still deep for late spring, we traveled to the far left edge of
the glacier, avoiding the crevasse buried near the glacier’s center. The
heat of the sun was melting the icy crust and forcing us to work for
every step as we sunk into the snow. After ascending the pnal snowy
section, Lukas led a short pitch of rock that brought us to the summit.
Although it was low grade class pve rock, in mountaineering boots
and with backpacks the rock ascent to the summit was not easy. Upon
reaching the summit, we were presented with our prst conquered peak
of the trip and a three hundred sixty degree view of rocky peaks and
clear blue sky around us.

After rappelling from the summit, crossing back over the glacier,
and reaching Sahale Arm, we arrived at the steep snow-covered slope
that had taken us nearly an hour to climb that morning. Lukas ran
ahead, jumped, and glissaded down the slope in a matter of minutes,
leaving Bryant, Hannah, and | above. Down below, Lukas pounded
his feet into the ground and marked a line straight across the bottom of
the slope. It was the pnish line for a glissade race between Bryant, Han-
nah, and I. Bryant and Hannah both sat down, ice axes at the ready, in
position to push off and barrel down the snowy slope. | stood a few
steps behind, conpdant that | would win the race with a running start.
When the race began, | took off ahead of Hannah and Bryant who were
careening down the slope behind. | lost control and somersaulted —
again and again and a few more times. Hannah and Bryant raced on.
A gust of wind blew, stealing Bryant’s hat and carrying it down a slope
we did not plan to descend. Bryant bounded after his hat, post-holing
with every step, and disappearing into the woods far below. Hannah
must have won the race. After pnding Brian and making it down the
slope, we headed back into camp full of stories and ready to refuel and
prepare for many more days of adventure on the peaks surrounding
Boston Basin.



Fair and Softly on Forbidden Peak

by Jim MEDIATORE

HE easy back and forth up the glacier hasnit been punctuated by

pangs of discomfort in my gut, which usually precede an ambi-
tious climb in the mountains. Dunbar, Jonathan, and | are looking
forward to a rare day of mild, sunny weather on a classic alpine rock
ridge perched high above Boston Basin. It’s early season in the North
Cascades- we walk on top of the deep, frozen snowpack, we make our
own path, no other parties will compete with us for our line; the day
will be long and sun-plled. Hence, | did not feel any pressure to keep
up with the guys as they switch-back across the white rolls of ice on the
way to the short couloir breaching the south face of Forbidden Peak.
OFair and softly goes far6 recommends Cervantes; 0lt does not mat-
ter how slow you go, as long as you do not stopé Confucius taught
me (via a Celestial Seasons tea box if | recall correctly). These are my
mantras, punctuated by the cadence of my squeaky crampon steps in
the styrofoam snow.

I typically bristle with enthusiasm at the prospect of ticking a route,
a mountain, from my mental tick list, particularly one sufpciently no-

Jonathan Barlev and Dunbar Carpenter on the approach to Forbidden Peak (8815 feet).
The team gained Forbiddenis West Ridge by ascending a left-trending snow gulley
(barely visible here, at center just below the ridge line).
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table to be included in Steck and Roperis 050 Classic Climbs in North
Americad. In years past, a beautiful route on a splendid peak like For-
bidden would have focused all of my concentration, to maximize suc-
cess and minimize failure. This ridge is the plumb on this trip and to
have come across the country and slogged through all the snow to get
up here in early season, well it might seem a tragedy to not make the
top given all the effort. But those strong feelings are from a time earlier
in my climbing career, such as when my partner and mentor, Mark,
would sift through his rack at the beginning of a pitch and say some-
thing like ohey Jim, what year were you born in again? §72? This Pol-
lack nut is older than you are!!!6 Now | am the one with gear older than
some of my partners. One’s perspective on life changes as the years
go by, as difpcult life experiences accumulate. Abstract concepts like
fobjective hazardi, Gsuicidef, tneurodegenerative diseasel, idivorce),
dcanceri become painfully real. Taking life for granted becomes a relic
of the past. So whether or not we successfully stand on top of some
rock in the woods seems to matter a whole lot less today than it might

Jim Mediatore and Dunbar Carpenter on Forbidden Peakis West Ridge.
Photo, Jonathan Barlev




have 17 years ago. Todayds outing becomes more of walk in the wilder-
ness with friends, rather than a theatre for dsuccessi or tfailuref in the
grand scheme of things. Being in the mountains is no less important,
but keeping you and your friends alive and healthy is paramount. A
week in a beautiful mountain range is a time to remember how simple
and enjoyable life can be.

I stop reyecting for a moment and look up to see where Jonathan
and Dunbar are. They have scurried out of sight, but | hear a cheery
song drifting over a fold of glacier hidden from view ahead- that would
be Jonathan. Before long we discard our crampons and axes at the base
of the ridge, and start scrambling up the pristine rock as the sun steers
itself into view. In the beginning | was attracted to climbing because it
took me away from the boring details of everyday life. Now | hope my
climbing days will be as boring as possible and take me away from the
surprises and shocks of everyday life!

We make our way to the summit, fair and softly, slow and steady-
just the way | like it.

Mt. Torment

by Lukas FILLER

LTHOUGH itwas still dark, the absence of stars gave us a clear in-

dication that the sky was fully clouded over. Psyched to be awake
at 0400, | popped right out of my warm sleeping bag and proceeded
to the kitchen/dining room we had dug out of the snow and began to
boil water. Coincidentally, just as the water started to boil, the oth-
ers emerged from their tents. First light conprmed a heavy low-lying
cloud layer that appeared ready to continue the weather of the past few
days @ intermittent but persistent rain/freezing rain/snow. We spent
a few minutes reviewing the poorly Xeroxed guide to our goal for the
day - Mt Torment. Not only were the pictures and route description
poor, but the pages were nhow wet, torn, and stuck together.

iHow are we going to pnd the right mountain?i reasons an under-
graduate.

iWeill take bearingd conpdently answers Dunbar as he pulls out a
tattered and inadequate topo and a survival compass.

Following the compass reading, we enter the clouds and visibility
drops to a few hundred feet. At some point we decide to rope up
since all we can see is the snow in front of us, and we have no features
from which to identify where we are and where the snowpeld turns



