Chile 07

It always surprises me how quickly the 18 months passes from launching a trip to leaving.  This year we chose a very different location than previous years.  Normally we head towards Asia or South America to high mountains that have been heavily glaciated, usually actually seeing some glaciers. Also it tends to be the rainy season or it is when we are away. 

We headed to Northern Chile. While this country is regarded as the most developed in South America it does have vast areas that are remote and villages that still have a single stand pipe for water.  Chile is 3000 miles long and about 120 miles wide. It also goes from sea level on its west coast to over 6000m in the Andes. This vast change in altitude over such a short distance does cause some very unique weather patterns. This is what interested us. We wanted to spend the majority of our four weeks in the Atacama Desert the driest place on earth and at an altitude of 3500m. Early in the planning we hoped to try an epic trek from the top of a volcano over 6000m down to sea level at the Pacific Ocean, this would have been a distance of 120 miles. On paper it seemed possible but in reality the lack of drinkable water and terrain meant this was not to be. 

However, we did put together a good itinerary that pushed many of the group to their limits. Our ultimate goal became an accent of Vol Licancabur a 6000m volcano. I wanted this to be possible for everyone on the trip so we spent much of our time getting use to living at altitude. Our base became the oasis town of San Pedro de Atacama.

 You would have thought camping in a place like this would be easy. But as soon as the sunset the temperature dropped down to –10oC. This made using gas stoves very difficult and also all our water supply froze. Anything left outside a tent overnight became hard and putting on boots was uncomfortable. Daytime went to the other extreme where we walked on dusty soft ground with little to no shelter in temperatures in the high twenties. Saying that it was good to see only one cloud in four weeks. 

These challenges were the very reason we headed to this area. Here is an extract from a typical day in these early stages of the trip. 

Tuesday 24th – James Benge

Although the group had come up against difficulties in the past it was today that the group faced its toughest day so far.  By the time we returned the group was both physically and emotionally drained from a walk far tougher than most had expected.

However, when we awoke at 7.00 we had no idea of our impending doom.  After a breakfast of cereal and some speed packing we were ready before the bus arrived, a rare occurrence.  And so, at 8.30, we set off for Laguna Miscanti with our heroic driver Edwardo.  After an hours cramped drive (particularly for those sitting on a wheel arch), we arrived at the town of Eoenoa.  Edwardo directed us to the beautiful church. However the church was soon empty as the group soon noticed a sweet shop.  However, excitement turned to disappointment as the group realised Chilean chocolates is nothing like a Mars Bar.  Our second stop taught us two important lessons, first that orange flavour crisps are even more disgusting than they sound and secondly that even the smallest Chilean village has excellent sporting facilities.

At about 12:00, we arrived at Laguna Miscanti; to be stunned by the awesome inspiring sight of two vast lagoons surrounded by snow capped mountains.  We were grateful to discover that the refuge was open and although it was a tight fit, all 18 of us squeezed into the 4-room house with no running water.  At 1330, after yet another lunch of pate sandwiches we set off for a trek around Laguna Miscanti, which we expected to be a relaxing stroll.  Discovery ice at the end of the road, few could resist the temptation to play around.   We continued along the opposite side of the lake with the group gradually splitting up.  However, when Chris stopped us after 1/3 of the route to warn those who were struggling to head back, no one followed his suggestion.  We continued along the lake with temperatures as low as 1.7°C and a biting wind.

As we progressed further, the group began to get split up more and more.  Soon Martyn had to stop those at the front to warn them that others in the group were suffering.  But the group showed how strong its teamwork was by taking all of Adam’s stuff when it became clear he was struggling with the altitude.

Night began to fall and we still had not arrived back at the refuge.  The group was also struggling with altitude sickness and our pace was slow.  So when we saw the refuge on a hillside we hurried up as quickly as our legs could carry us.

However, some members of the group were really struggling.  Chris was feeling tired and when Dave Ellis got back to the refuge it was clear he was ill, suffering from hypothermia.  So whilst the wounded rested on mattresses the rest of the group in particular Jon Wilkes, put in a huge effort to make sure every group member had something to eat.  Meanwhile on looking at the walls it became clear that the insides were filled with condensation, which would create a cold and miserable nights sleep for all.  IN order to keep Dave warm, members of the group huddled up to him to share body heat leading to large amounts of innuendo.  But soon the condition of those who were suffering improved and we were able to get to sleep cramped up on mattresses and roll mats.  

Unlike many other days on the trip, this day required great teamwork.  Thankfully, we showed this in abundance turning what could have been a hellish night into a merely challenging one!

The way the group pulled together and rallied around to help each other on this occasion made me feel very proud of them. It is what this sort of expedition is all about and you hope that they will endeavour to meet any challenge. I felt that night the group did not have a weak link and that the volcano would be concord. Our training in Snowdonia at the school cottage never prepared us for this and could not do so as the terrain and conditions were so harsh. 

A well-earned rest day was needed after two days at the lake but the accent was soon upon the group. This was one of the longest accents and descents I have ever undertake and what made it worse was the fact you could see the top all the way up. I will leave it to Tom Hendrickse to explain the day. 

Tuesday 31st  - Tom Hendrickse  

This is the day, the day we’ve all been waiting for.  The climb to 5916m – to the top of Volcano Licancabur.  The day began with the sound of alarm clocks at 0300 in preparation for the climb.  Those that could, got up, had some refreshing tea/coffee and yoghurt and got their bags onto the bus ready to leave at 0400.  At this point, 5 people in the group were missing in action, stuck in bed with sickness from the water or suffering from altitude, Ian Bousfield, Tom Morris, James Benge and James Goodwin remained in the refuge.  Adam Mundy staying in San Pedro as he was still suffering from his earlier illness, he joined us later on as he arrived with the other group.

As we boarded the bus, the anticipation of reaching the top was going through everyone’s minds.  About 10 mins after we started, the bus stopped, the engine had overheated and to everyone’s surprise the guides started to pour water over the engine to cool it down.  This happened 3 times before we reached the base of Licancabur.  In the end the guides went out to collect snow to put on the engine.

Once we arrived, we all got off the bus prepared our kit and got ready for the climb.  We set off with one of the guides, Merario, setting the pace and the other Benado bringing up the rear.  At first the climb was easy as we were going up a very shallow gradient but as we went on, the climb got steeper and steeper, after it got light, I began to struggle, eventually, I had to turn back and return to the bus.  Mercario led me down to a safe path then returned to the rest of the group.  I didn’t make it to the top so Bojan Cvigan will explain the rest of the climb;

Sorry to see Tom leave, the group carried on resolute to reach the summit.  However, it was not easy to accomplish this goal.  The gradient of the path increased gradually and it was mainly comprised of unstable scree with intermittent bands of loose rock.  The constant gain in altitude placed increasing strain on us, some people beginning to suffer from headaches and exhaustion.  Unfortunately, at 5800m, Jack Halsey felt that he was unable to continue.  Slightly demoralised by our second casualty of the day and the sight of the never diminishing false peak before us we fought on.  The last 300m were a real struggle, many people having to compete with breathlessness and fatigue.  In the end, reaching the summit made all of these hardships worthwhile.  We screamed ourselves hoarse with joy and pride in our achievement, hearty congratulations going around the group.

Once we regained ourselves, we took photographs to remember the moment and then began our descent.  This proved no less difficult than the climb, the risk of serious injury always present particularly with our lapsing concentration.  Fortunately, the descent proved largely uneventful, the entire group reaching the base of the Volcano safely.  We climbed on the bus to awaken a disappointed Tom Hendrickse.  The bus journey back was uneventful; once we arrived at the refuge we met up with the other group and chatted to them about the climb.  Once we had settled down in the refuge, it was time to celebrate.  The climbing of Licancabur and also Jack Halsey’s 18th birthday.  We sat down for dinner and everyone enjoyed an escudo while Jack’s makeshift cake of two chocolate bars was bought in with an 18 candle on top.  After the celebrations everyone proceeded to bed where surprisingly even though everyone was knackered, banter was flying which continued long into the night.  

A day I will not forget. It had take 7 hours to reach the summit and then 7 hours to get down again. 

 I enjoyed every aspect of the expedition and felt I returned with some great moments. I wish to thank all the students who went with Mark Worrall and myself as they made this trip such a success and reminded me why we do this. I do hope to meet members of the team in the future while travelling the world.

