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- Toil and Trouble on

‘Mount Thor

An attempt to set a world-record rappel

down a fearsome rock face near the

In 1982 Dan Twilley, then 34, and his
friend Steve Holmes—both experienced
cavers—led an expedition to Baffin Island,
right on the Arctic Circle, where they and
15 others set a rappelling world record by
descending (and then climbing back up) a
single rope 3,280 feet from the overhung
face of Mount Thor. It was a big, no-holds-
3 barred sort of trip, funded by the now-
i defunct magazine Geo. Participants in-
E cluded the noted outdoor photographer
> Michael (Nick) Nichols, professional photo
assistants and an advance team to haul in
food, gear and supplies for a comfy base
camp amid the stark, breathtaking scenery
of Canada’s Auyuittuq National Park.
Twilley and Holmes had helped develop

DROP ZONE Mount Thor, site of a record
mpel in 1982, had Englett (right, on the
ummit) and his team, hanging on in July.

ERE’S A dirty little secret about mountaineering expeditions: They’re
like marriages. First-timers go in thrilled, bursting with faith in their
new partners, shoving aside misgivings. Those who have been around
the block tend to be more realistic. They openly entertain fears that
it might not work. And an expedition planned by leaders who barely know one
another is like an arranged marriage: Anything can happen, but chances are it
won’t be good. When relationships sour, little is left but a few uncontested facts
and the bitter tang of regret and recrimination. Some uncontested facts:

the pursuit of “big wall” rappelling and
climbing in the 1970s, when they used a new
type of static caving rope to descend the
2,650-foot overhung cliff of El Capitan in
Yosemite. The two acquired an affection for
the controlled thrill of stepping off a ledge
into a thousand feet of space. Rigging, rap-

Arctic Circle plunged an ambitious team into
a struggle against nature—and each other

BY MICHAEL RAY TAYLOR

pelling and climbing back up such lengths of
rope demanded skill, physical conditioning
and an analytical mind. Even minor rigging
errors, amplified by the weight and sawing
action of thousands of feet of rope, could
prove fatal. To find walls offering more than
the 1,400 or so feet provided by the deep-
est caves, Twilley and Holmes began scout-
ing canyons and mountain cliffs.

Mount Thor offered the world’s longest
known “free” drop, where a hanging rope
would barely kiss granite. To take on that
face, Twilley and Holmes employed a new
type of descender, called the Thor Rack—a
yard of U-shaped steel rod, bridged by alu-
minum break bars. With it, they could con-
trol the friction and steadily increasing speed
created by the physics of lowering a human
body down a half mile of nylon kernmantle
no thicker than your index finger.

Ever after that 1982 trip, Twilley talked
about the view from halfway down the face
of Thor in a hushed whisper suggestive of
a deeply religious experience.

BOUT FIVE years ago a caver and
A big-wall aficionado named James
Englett, now 42, approached Twil-
ley with the idea of organizing a return to
Mount Thor. Sitting around campfires at
caving functions in and around his native
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state of Tennessee, Twilley and Englett spec-
ulated that it would be possible to rappel
farther than the 1982 expedition did. A
team rigging at a slightly different spot on
the summit, dropping the rope farther
down the scree slope at Thor’s base, might
achieve a rappel of as long as 4,000 feet.

It’s common among cavers to start a con-
versation at a social event, continue it a year
later at the base of a pit and then develop
it through phone calls, e-mails and caving
conventions until an expedition blossoms.
This happened between Twilley and
Englett. Last winter they agreed to
spend July 2004 climbing, rappelling
and derigging Mount Thor, using a
small team that would be the an-
tithesis of the big ’82 expedition. No
gear sponsors, no media, no profes-
sional photographers, just “seven
guys going for a world record,” as En-
glett put it. Although Englett would
select the team, the two agreed to
jointly lead the expedition.

Nunavut, Canada’s newest terri-
tory, was created in 1999. It covers
772,000 square miles—fully one fifth
of Canada’s land mass—yet holds
only 29,000 inhabitants, spread among a
few hamlets and villages. The vast major-
ity of the population is Inuit, and the semi-
autonomous territory governs itself ac-
cording to Inuit Qaujimajatugangit, a set
of traditional principles. The mountains
that guard Pangnirtung Fiord, Thor among
them, are sacred in native religion.

On his 1982 trip Twilley learned that the
Inuit depend on good rope for harnessing
dogsleds, fishing, hunting and many other
daily tasks. He realized that even old caving
rope is far stronger than most that the na-
tives were using. In February 2004 Twil-
ley e-mailed U.S. caving organizations say-
ing that the new Thor team had decided to
donate old caving ropes to the Inuit. Their
goal was to amass up to 300 feet for every
man, woman and child in Nunavut.

In late June Twilley squeezed into a van
bursting with donated rope and drove from
Chattanooga to Ottawa. On July 1 the seven
men—Twilley and Englett, plus Chuck Con-
stable, Ben Holley, Ben Kim, Dick Siron and
Kenneth Waite—arrived in Pangnirtung,
the gateway to the national park. Each
member had spent between $3,000 and
$4,000 on gear and travel, and each had
spent much of the previous year training
at caves and canyons throughout the U.S.

They had made it to the expedition of their
dreams, and to the point where the uncon-
tested facts become fewer and fewer.

HE PLAN, developed in consul-

I tation with park authorities, was
for each member of the team to

shuttle his gear 21 miles up Akshayuk Pass
to the base of the mountain. The return
trip would be easier, as the team planned to
load much of the gear on a raft and float it
down the whitewater of the Weasel River.

Mount Thor offered the
world’s longest known
“free” drop, where a

rappelling rope would

barely KISS GRANITE
in more than 4,000 feet.

A 5,000-foot rope weighs more than 300
pounds, so it was carried strung among six
team members; the seventh hauled the de-
flated raft.

“It figured out to a 25-mile walk per day
to move your gear five miles,” Twilley says.

In addition the terrain—the group was
hiking over loose gravel and crossing icy
freshets—and steady rain slowed progress,
adding two or three extra days to the hike.

“But we were still exactly on schedule
for the rappel,” insists Twilley, who had
built extra time for delays into the itiner-
ary. The group paused for a day at base
camp. While they waited for a foot of snow

to melt off the mountain in the 60° heat,
ermine and Arctic fowl played about
them—and the honeymoon ended.
‘Halfway up the left flank of Thor, the Fort
Beard Glacier grinds down from the Penny
Ice Cap. While climbers seek to challenge
the face of the mountain, the top-down
strategy of the rappel team was to ascend
the gradual slope of the moraine to the ice
cap, then cross to the backside of the moun-
tain for a more gentle ascent to the sum-
mit rig point. From his hike in 1982 Twilley
recalled only one place requiring
rope, a climb of about 20 feet over
an ice ledge to a relatively easy path
up the 45-degree scree slope at the
back of the mountain. But the
planned two-day ascent to the rig
point degenerated into a week of
searching for the right route, endur-
ing miserable weather, dicey climbs
and traverses, equipment failure, di-
minishing food and declining morale.
Days swung from sun to rain to snow
to sun again, and the men were beset
by hordes of hungry insects taking
advantage of the brief Arctic summer.
They crossed the paths of wolves. And
they argued.
N There remains no single cause
for the team’s decision, on or near
July 22, to abandon its quest. In-
stead, there were many small
j‘?’ causes, each now a bone of con-
tention between the two leaders.
Problems with the rigging plan, the
route, food, equipment and weather all
played a part in what followed.

HERE ARE two ways to get a

I long rope up a mountain: carry it
or haul it. The latter requires one

team to summit with a light haul cord,
which is then weighted and dropped to a
second team at the base of the cliff. The
cord is tied to the heavier main line and
used to haul it to the rig point. In theory
this appears an obvious alternative to lug-
ging a heavy rope up a mountain, but in
practice it can cause problems. The cord
can get hung up during descent or, worse,
can snag and break during hauling. Even
with radios, communication between top
and bottom teams can be difficult; whole
days can be wasted searching for the low-
ered end of a hard-to-spot haul cord. En-
glett argued for the slower—but surer—
method of walking the main line to the top.

Al4 SPORTS ILLUSTRATED
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Twilley insisted that careful cord placement
would lessen the danger of breaks. In the
end the group agreed to Englett’s plan.

Glaciers reshape the face of continents;
a lot can change on one ice-bound moun-
tain in 22 years. Twilley’s 20-foot climb to
an “easy” route was anything but. The de-
cision to carry the rope would probably not
have been made had the team known the
condition of the route.

“The old route up must have gone in a
landslide,” Kim says. “You can ask anyone;
they’ll tell you I do some pretty wild
climbs. But this stuff was scarier than
anything I’d ever seen. You're on a
tiny ledge, and it’s covered with slip-
pery lichen, and frost on top of that,
and you’ve got several hundred feet
of exposure, a 5.7 climb ahead of you
and an 80-pound pack.”

On the first day of the ascent, less
than halfway up the moraine, those
at the head of the line stopped below
the intended camp. Englett and the
38-year-old Kim were nursing sore
knees. The next day the team strug-
gled up the scree and established a
camp Englett dubbed Meatgrinder,
for the jagged rocks littering the
ground. The team spent the follow-
ing days in deteriorating weather, des-
perately trying to find the route to the
summit. “We kept coming to a sheer
300-foot wall, then we'd have to back-
track and try another spot,” Kim re-
calls. “This happened several times.”

Twilley blames Englett’s “summit
fever” for the final difficult ascent,
up what Twilley deems the wrong
route. Englett blames Twilley’s poor

Twilley ultimately made a 30-hour solo
trip down the mountain to warm up and
to resupply the team with a packful of
food. When he returned to the Donner
Camp, the rest of the team had gone to ex-
amine the route to the summit that En-
glett had forged. When the team returned
from the summit at 2 a.m., the decision
was made to take advantage of the fresh
food and a break in the weather to grab
the rope and make a charge for the top.
But fatigue was setting in, and errors in

“We named it the

DONNER CAMP,”
says Kim, of the team’s

improvised shelter. “We
figured we might have to
start eating each other.”

END OF THEIR ROPES The demands of the attempt
raised conflicts for coleaders Englett (left) and Twilley.

a great place like this and no one gets hurt,
we can call it a success,” he argued. Over
the next few days other team members had
picked up this mantra, even as Englett and
Twilley kept pushing for the summit and
the rappel—albeit in more frequent dis-
agreement as to how to go about it.

On July 20, amid a heavy snowstorm,
the team finally reached the summit. Over
the next day, during short breaks in the
storm, they began to rig the rope so that it
would be ready the moment the weather
cleared. Everyone was cold. Englett
and Twilley argued at length about
the best method and spot for rig-
ging. Before the team dropped the
big rope into place, Englett de-
scended a 300-foot section in an at-
tempt to find the friction padding
that had been left in place after the
1982 rappel. Fog swirled in and a
layer of frost coated his gear and
skin. He ascended without finding
the pad. It was to be the only taste
any of the team would know of the
face of Mount Thor. Hungry, wet
and exhausted, most were ready to
derig and head down.

Twilley urged waiting another 24
hours. If the weather cleared, they
could all rappel into base camp for
a hot meal and resupply, spend a day
climbing and rappelling, and still
have a full week to catch their Aug, 2
flight out. According to Twilley’s ver-
sion of events, the group agreed to
wait, but changed its opinion some-
time that night, while he lay shiver-
ing in his tent. When he stepped out
in the early morning, he says, the

memory and changes in the moun-
tain. Meanwhile, as the weather worsened,
Kim argued they shouldn’t do anything on
wet rocks, because someone would surely
fall. The team was, in Englett’s words,
“tempting fate daily” In addition food was
running low, and several members of the
group, having brought very little foul-weath-
er gear, were suffering in the cold. Kim re-
calls noticing increasing signs of hy-
pothermia in Twilley, in particular. A second
camp, established at the base of the scree
slope leading to the summit, became a small
base in itself, as each day scouts tried to
find the route or waited out wet weather.
“We named it the Donner Camp,” Kim says,
with only a trace of humor. “We figured we
might have to start eating each other”

planning and logistics were taking their toll.

Among the equipment Twilley had car-
ried from base camp was a satellite phone,
rented by Siron, a 46-year-old defense
worker who planned to phone his friends
and family from the summit. But no man-
ual came with the phone, and no one on
the team could get the thing to work. What
was operable was the emergency rescue
beacon—left behind at base camp. There
would be no margin for error.

Earlier, while the team had still been
scrambling over snowfields and rain-slick,
mossy boulders in search of the route up,
Kim had remarked that if the weather didn’t
improve, they might have to start back with-
out doing the rappel. “As long as we’ve seen

rope had already been derigged and
was being loaded into the last of the rope
packs. Englett and Kim, however, insist that
the group offered Twilley the chance to rap-
pel before the rig was dismantled, but that
he declined. “He had his chance,” says Kim.
Twilley was livid that the expedition was
being ended. “If you do this, and the weath-
er clears,” he told the others, “I will never
forgive you.”

Shortly after the team left the summit,
the sun emerged. The descent to Pang pro-
ceeded without incident. Most of the men
who suffered through that trek in July only
to look down in vain from the top of Mount
Thor want to return to try again, and plans
for a 2006 expedition are in the works.

Who will lead it remains uncertain. o

(2) W N38

A6 SPORTS ILLUSTRATED




|

F9h

mirGmS

47 I xx c-v-  €08SE

Wan - ., 0GLL T80 8918 “.;s

WH04
yd3SET -W%
LHOINGZNO QeVONYLS

~Simeubiy'® wogp Asodtioq szuogny o ubis

ﬁ‘ V R IO ARSI ERS BOPAE ) v ptipaaltns SeeUrg|§ i il o A O

g

«dUy iy g a
Tan .
solieng e} RZAIN wtip oy sofeyoed 0] diz =, oS N
}.:....:Mm.i.}w..uw.._hi....:n_h_n 4 , Sod g E3pd 0 Vot S0t et R 1T FY YD w_waa
28y7/yse) 3 pieg upes) D Auedp. D aididay seuﬁwwmm
¥98yg/yse 189 L weidy 1 =
3 L AT N PR HPAED £0-T N VIR semry !@ WoTTNS/100H/ 1300 R L8 Untanealll )
g WewA L
— = — e p———— siumdnay
: = sy -] e ey
%Gts&aostc. [ wooa ua.m_zwu_a—o: =§a_uﬂanmhum“_:w
B 28| Ji S— x ‘1
H' oy x i_zzmoo._u em D 81380 5 mmzm poy mm.ﬂ D % LT (T
149005 sn0100usp urEyLo3 weuxliys 51 3604
suonaa0y 19605 1 _ 59002 diZ 98185 DI Buolg Ty AR
gmmmmnhﬂm.hﬂ.ﬁ - SHMM»W._.RMMWM mwm A ey 5 JuBidjoay
h X384 404 AING BQeHeAY
Aepueg rioH - Kepyeop TIOH iy o €
_ . Buypucy jei0eds 9 souesajey Buyg wemy mos 7
oy xog TS e oton, . e
opg [ oaesd [ aped [ oedxapey || xapad | ] diz aeg T
0098 ML INRA POIVIIB] D-—-Oﬂx d § I
y¥ieg v
040} 1180« ”_
+»ARD STOLIENG PUIYL 2 SSOUISNG PUOAS L« ARp SSOUISNQ BN =
su_carommu& ] Whiesg ez ey || WuBieij Aegl x3ped =
- Aiedwin o
JUu 1 051 1640 S90EYOR aaneg pyfileyy ssaug qp o
LR n [~ sw1 punod-euq Bieyo wwo “B1QUNIRAZ 10U 831 ey ——) H‘
K - Asp sseusng pu JAupssau — —
T 8BS mnmnmax.mw.m“_& D u.»msmwam_wﬁ 8uoud [ 1 5 _M“_”.ﬂm -
%&ﬁhﬂhgﬂ UOOLL ng XeN BullIow $SBUISNG DEN -
" i W o 188 SSEUISN 1X B SRR —— | - 5|nz..._
whiweaq 1114 xped4 wbiiaag pepuers XIpi Biweag Aoud x3ped laquiTihj BUDRIELL X3ped
s 0S¢T2ESTRIHE RSN sl ) 45, )
Wy 051 dn wabeyuy Vi asnag abuyorg ssaudxy ey spanoal & Jendioag J0) pasousal i wod uagiod sl wol |
mamm # .uu«_.ﬂuﬂ mv..rh___..rm
8130 = 507 2eaT vane B poavsn xgped

D) e s .._.wrw.u...;wr_l.,...v.:alne_.uﬁ.a_;. o
] &)

dULLT U VIAOM U T

I




