
!"# !"##$#%&!"'(!"###%&!"')*+,-'$.%!
$"#################/// 01234/356/7/6689
:;///////// !"###%&!"')*+,-'$.%!

!!""#"$%!!&<=>?@ABCDEA<F
!"#$%&'($)*&+

,,,-./01230456278-.96



!"# !"##$#%&!"'(!"###%&!"')*+,-'$.%!
$"#################/// 01234/356/7/6689
:;///////// !"###%&!"')*+,-'$.%!

!!""#"$%!!&<=>?@ABCDEA<F

fully committed: the Greenwood-Jones (V 5.9, 
1400m) on Mt. Temple (3544m) in 4:20, solo, car 
to summit (the approach alone is two hours); the 
Grand Central Couloir (V 5.9 A2 WI5, 1200m) on 
Mt. Kitchener (3480m) in six hours, solo, bivy to 
bivy; the Gervasutti Pillar (5.10, 800m) on Mt. Blanc 
du Tacul (4248m), solo; and the Denali Diamond 
(Alaska Grade 6) on the south face of Denali 
(6194m) in a forty-four-hour push without bivy gear 
and with minimal acclimatization. He rarely even 
carries a rope or harness on his solos.

I’m not quite as motivated to solo as Chris is, but 
my psyche meter is equally high, so whenever we 
tie into the same rope, we usually fi nd ourselves 
exploring our limits. Fortunately, Chris has some 
indispensable qualities for single-push ascents: 
prodigious skill, rhino-strong head space and a 
willingness to suffer. We’d even managed to get out 
of the scrapes our shared compulsion had gotten us 
into... thus far.

We’d hiked seven hours and thirteen 
kilometers, forded the frigid waters of the Sunwapta 
River and napped until midnight in the Mt. Alberta 
Hut. An hour later we’d stumbled into the moonlit 
landscape and across a glacier to the base of the 
Northeast Ridge. Now it was 3 a.m. Before us, the 
black outline of Mt. Alberta’s north face blocked out 
the moon. We stood on a vast, icy balcony above a 
cliff while I searched for the place I’d repelled from 
three years ago. Like George Lowe and Jock Glidden 

before us, we’d gotten lost just trying to fi nd the 
best way down to the glacier below. The dark wasn’t 
helping our cause, but this time of year, the northern 
latitude yields fewer than fourteen hours of daylight 
anyway. Four new rappel stations later, it occurred 
to me that our style would mean a high commitment 
if things didn’t go according to plan. I’d bailed from 
below the north face before, and those pitches of 
runout M6 with bad anchors to get back onto the 
balcony were nothing I ever needed to do again.

These days, more and more ascents around the 
world are proving the equations of “speed is safety” 
and “less is more.” We carried packs just big enough 
for ice and rock gear, puffy jackets, a tiny stove, a 
pot and a fuel can, and suffi cient food and water for 
our hut-to-hut “day.” As long as you have plenty 
of caffeinated energy gels to keep you going and 

fresh batteries in your headlamp, it’s better to train 
hard, then charge out of the gate until the route’s 
done. “Marathon climbing,” I call it. If you need to 
sit down, shiver it out for a while, climb all night 
by headlamp, and/or scream, so be it, thats ok. It’s 
about the experience, and it neither begins nor ends 
on the climb.

When we touched down almost directly below the 
face, it was already 6:45 a.m., but at least now our 
objective was visible. In the early morning light the 
hulking mass of mountain appeared relatively snow 
free where it mattered. We needed cold enough 
temperatures to keep the rock together, but we 
weren’t planning to drytool the whole time, so we 
hoped the temps would be just warm enough to 
make the rock climbing bearable. If they were too 
warm, though, the rockfall on this face, as on most 
grand cours routes in the Rockies, would make the 
ascent a sort of lottery.

We soloed up the fan and across the ‘schrund to the 
base of the rock.

“Mind if I go?” I asked when Chris arrived. I was 
already ten feet up the fi rst 5.8 pitch in my cram-
pons. Chris tied into the rope and began simul-
climbing as soon as it came tight. When we reached 
Mt. Alberta’s signature feature—the 500-meter, 
fi fty-fi ve-degree ice face, shaped like an inverted 
triangle of sorts—we stashed the cord and began 
soloing again.

Camp 2 : West Ridge Route

11,500 feet / 3,500 meters

Summit : West Ridge Route

19,530 feet / 5,953 meters

Camp 3 : West Ridge Route

16,500 feet / 5,000 meters

“The unknown
is half the adventure,

the other half is the

anticipation.”

The target on fi re from the early 
morning  light.

“Hey, Chris—how come you’re not at 
work?” I asked.

My fi ngertips ached as I held the phone. It was 
September 5, 2006; the day before, my partner, 
Chris Brazeau, and I had hiked out of the Bugaboos, 
where we had spent four days climbing, jugging and 
scrubbing a new route. Most of the past few months, 
I’d been away on climbing trips in the Alps and the 
Karakoram, and I was in the process of getting reac-
quainted with a relatively settled life. All morning I’d 
been slowly forcing my cramped muscles to unpack.

Chris was supposed to be working the entire week 
and then spending the weekend with his girl, who’d 
been gone for two months. There was a reason, 
though, that we’d brought all our ropes and equip-
ment out of the Bugs. For three years we’d been 
waiting for ideal conditions in the Rockies—and 
specifi cally on the elusive north face of Mt. Alberta. 
I knew what he was about to say. “Jonny,” Chris 
nearly shouted with enthusiasm. “The weather is 
supposed to be good for four more days, so I took 
the rest of the week off. We’re both climbing well. 
We should head up there tomorrow. I’m super 
psyched!” The remote north face of Mt. Alberta 
hadn’t been climbed in more than a decade—and it 
had never been freed or climbed without a bivy. For 
that matter, we couldn’t think of a single Rockies 

Grade VI that had ever seen a single-push ascent. If 
we left tomorrow, there would be just enough time 
to squeeze the adventure in before the weekend; 
Chris could possibly attempt our climb and see his 
girl. as well

“I’ve got a really good feeling about this,” I said to 
Chris, aware of how absurd that might sound.

“I hate to say it,” he said. “But I’ve got a good 
feeling, too.” That reassured me... until I remem-
bered that Chris usually has a good feeling about 
whatever he does. In 1972, before either of us 
was even born, the prolifi c George Lowe, with 
Jock Glidden, had pioneered the fi rst ascent of Mt. 
Alberta’s north face. After seventeen ice pitches, 
thirteen rock pitches and three days of climbing, 
they established a Rockies classic, complete with the 
quintessential Rockies rating of V 5.9 A2.

Lowe described the route as one of his most enjoy-
able undertakings in the Rockies, but most climbers 
attributed the modest grade to his ahead-of-his-time 
talent and vision. Sean Dougherty’s notoriously 
sandbagged guidebook, Selected Alpine Climbs 
in the Canadian Rockies, upped it to a Grade VI, 
and claims it’s “perhaps the most sought after of 
the Rockies grand-cours routes, with a reputation 
for superb hard climbing on good rock with sound 
belays.” Subsequent ascents, however, have indicated 
differently. In 1980, while attempting to solo the 
second ascent of the route, Tobin Sorenson lost 

his life when all the pitons he had placed on a pitch 
failed to hold his fall. On the third ascent, by Barry 
Blanchard and Gregg Cronn in 1983, Blanchard 
led all the headwall pitches. “The crux of... the 
Alberta headwall demanded everything I had learned 
during my 700 days’ climbing,” Blanchard wrote 
in this magazine. Indeed, legends of the Rockies 
generation before us—David Cheesmond, Peter 
Arbic, Ward Robinson and Alex Lowe, to name a 
few—had struggled with the face. Every one of the 
six or seven ascents to date had been by Lowe and 
Glidden’s route, and they had all required at least 
three full days to get up and down.

About a year earlier, Chris had asked me, “What 
do you think about doing Alberta in a push, without 
bivy gear?” He sounded nonchalant, but I knew he 
was serious about getting my opinion. Although he’s 
a stronger climber than I am, Chris consistently fi nds 
something to admire in everyone; in me, he seemed 
to respect the routes I’d done. Going for the fi rst 
free ascent was so obvious it didn’t even need to be 
mentioned, and I suggested the possibility of a new 
route on the headwall. But secretly, I wondered 
whether such a daunting objective could be climbed 
in a pared-down style.

If it could, Chris was the partner for the job. With 
his free-stylin’ hair, crap-eating, gap-toothed grin 
and tension-free personality, You’d never know it 
from his reticence, but his tick list is impressive, 
and his ascents are invariably light, fast, hard and 

on the
FREEDOM
MOUNTAIN

A helping hand on the approach 
to base camp.

By Matt Tolman
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