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  THE FIRST ASCENT OF MT. ROBSON,
 THE HIGHEST PEAK OF THE ROCKIES

   (1913)
     ____________

   BY CONRAD KAIN
   (Translated by P. A. W. Wallace)

On reaching the Robson Glacier after the ascent of
Mt. Resplendent, I went down to the timber at 6,700 feet.
Here I met my Herren for Mount Robson. Both were
busy about the fire, Mr. Foster (Deputy Minister of
Public Works for British Columbia) with cooking, Mr.
MacCarthy with gathering wood. After a good supper,
we went up, laden with firewood, to the foot of the
Extinguisher. The rock bears this name on account of
its form (candle extinguisher). On the moraine we made
our shelter beside a wall of stones, over which we
stretched a piece of canvas and crept under it like
marmots into their hole.

I awoke early next morning and felt pain in my eyes,
and for a long time I could not open them. It felt as if
my eyes were filled with sand. My snow glasses were no
good. I saw a starry sky, which was more than we had
expected. I applied cold poultices for half an hour and
the pain in my eyes began to abate. I lit the fire and
wakened my Herren. Both were delighted at the sight of
a cloudless sky.

At 4.30 a.m., after an early but good breakfast, we left
our bivouac. We followed the route of the previous day
(ascent of Mt. Resplendent), over the glacier. Before
we came to the Pass, we swerved to the right. From this
point began the real climb of Mt. Robson. We climbed
up an avalanche trough, then under some dangerous ice
bridges to the right. The snow was in bad condition.
We proceeded without any difficulties towards the steep



20                     Canadian Alpine Journal

snow-slope that descends from the Dome (10,000 feet)
and reached it at 7 a.m. We took a rest and deliberated
over the route ahead.

Two years ago I spent hours studying this route, and
did not take the bergschrund very seriously. From the
Dome, one had a nearer survey of the bergschrund. We
approached it over the glacier, which is here not very
steep. A rib of rock comes down almost to the schrund.
Over this rock I planned to ascend, but after every
possible attempt we were forced to give it up, for at this
place the glacier breaks off sheer. For about two hundred
feet we followed along the bergschrund to the right.
Here was the only possibility at hand of overcoming it.
After long chopping at the ice, I stood on its 65 degree
slope. Across the schrund I made more steps. Then I
let both Herren follow.

A thin layer of snow lay on the ice, and, owing to the
melting of the snow, the ice was in very bad condition for
step-cutting. I made the steps in a zig-zag. Mr. Foster
counted 105 steps to a ledge of rock. The rock, when
seen from below, promised good climbing and a rapid
advance. But it turned out otherwise. We climbed up
an icy wall, and then to our disappointment had an
ice-slope before us, fifty or sixty meters high. I kept as
well as I could to the rocks that protruded here and there,
which saved me a few steps. At the top of the slope we had
another wall of rock, and above that an almost hopeless
ice-slope. One could see the tracks of falling stones and
avalanches. On this slope I made 110 steps. It was a
relief to climb on rocks again, though they were glazed
with ice. But unfortunately the satisfaction was short,
and for several hundred meters we had to climb again
upon a slope of ice and snow. The snow here was in
danger of avalanching. For safety, I lengthened the rope
on the dangerous slope.

At last we reached the shoulder at twelve o’clock
noon. I do not know whether my Herren contemplated
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with a keen alpine eye the dangers to which we were
exposed from the bergschrund. In the year 1909 this
route was attempted by Mr. Mumm, Mr. Amery with the
guide Inderbinen from Zermatt. The party were in
danger of their lives from an avalanche. I spoke with
Inderbinen: he said, “I never before saw death so near.”

On the shoulder we took a mid-day rest. There came
a snowy wind that wet us to the bone. We pulled out all
the clothing stowed away in our rucksacks. We found
the shoulder less broad than we expected. It was a snow
ridge, on the northeast side of which were over-hanging
cornices fringed with long icicles glittering in the sun, a
glorious picture.

For a few hundred meters we had to keep to the
southeast side. The snow on this side was in good
condition, so that we made rapid progress. There was
on each side a splendid view into the depths below
(Tiefblick). The more beautiful view was that of the
Robson Glacier, Smoky Valley and Mt. Resplendent and
the Lynx Range opposite.

From the shoulder to the peak, the route was no longer
so dangerous, but complicated by the loose, powdery
snow. It was as if we were on an entirely different climb
on the southeast side. The complications arose from
walls of snow. Never before on all my climbs have I
seen such snow formations. The snow walls were
terraced. The ledges between the walls were of different
widths, and all were covered with loose snow. I often
sank in to my hips. There were forms on the walls like
ostrich feathers, a truly strange and beautiful winter
scene. Unfortunately we had no camera with us. Some
of the walls were fifteen to twenty meters high. It was
difficult to find a way up from one terrace to another.
At one place I worked for over half an hour without
effect. We had to go back. A very narrow and steep
couloir offered the only possibility. I warned my Herren
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that the piece would take considerable time to negotiate.
Both had a good stand and kept moving as much as
possible in order to keep warm. The wind was so bad
here that I often had to stop. The steepness alone, apart
from wind, made step-cutting very hard work. For
a number of steps I had first to make a handhold in the
ice, and swing the axe with one hand. I do not think I
need to describe this method any more fully, for everyone
who has ever been on the ice, knows that cutting steps
with one hand is a frightfully slow process. I know that
in such places it is not pleasant either for those behind.
As soon as I was convinced that I could make it, I called
to my Herren: “Just be patient, the bad place will soon be
conquered, and the peak is ours.”  Mr. MacCarthy
answered: “We are all right here, we are only sorry for
you. I don't understand how you can still keep on cutting-
steps.”

When we had the difficult place behind us, the reward
was a fairly steep snow-slope, with the snow in good
condition so that we could all three go abreast. At the top
of the snow-slope was another wall, which, however,
could be outflanked without difficulty.

The last stretch to the summit was a snow-ridge. I
turned to my Herren with the words: “Gentlemen, that’s
so far as I can take you.”

In a few seconds both stood beside me on the peak.
We shook hands with one another. I added my usual
Alpine greeting in German, “Bergheil.” Of course, I had to
explain the word Bergheil because both knew no German.
There is no word in the English language which has the
same meaning as Bergheil.

On the crest of the king of the Rockies, there was not
much room to stand. We descended a few meters and
stamped down a good space. It was half-past five
o’clock. Our barometer showed exactly 13,000 feet.



The First Ascent of Mt. Robson, 1913           23

The view was glorious in all directions. One could
compare the sea of glaciers and mountains with a stormy
ocean. Mt. Robson is about 2,000 feet higher than all the
other mountains in the neighborhood. Indescribably
beautiful was the vertical view towards Berg Lake and
the camp below (see picture of camp with Mt. Robson).
Unfortunately only fifteen minutes were allowed us on
the summit, ten of pure pleasure and five of teeth
chattering. The rope and our damp clothes were frozen
as hard as bone. And so we had to think of the long
descent—5.45 o’clock.

As far as the steep couloir, all went well. The descent
over this piece was difficult. All the steps were covered
with snow. Except for this, we had no difficulties
till the shoulder. As it was late, I proposed to descend
by the glacier on the south side, for greater safety.
Besides the question of time, it seemed to me too
dangerous to make our descent over the route of ascent.
As a guide with two Herren, one has to take such dangers
more into account than do amateurs, for upon one's
shoulders rests the responsibility for men's lives. Also
as a guide one must consider his calling and the sharp
tongues that set going on all sides like clockwork when a
guide with his party gets into a dangerous situation. It
was clear to me that we must spend a night on the
mountain. The descent was not quite clear to me. I was
convinced that on this side we could get farther down
than by the way we came up. My bivouac motto is: “A
night out is hardly ever agreeable, and above 3,000 meters
always a lottery.”

After the shoulder, we had a steep snow-slope to the
glacier. I made about 120 steps. Once on the glacier, we
went down rapidly for a few hundred meters until a sheer
precipice barred the way. So far and no farther. Vain
was my search for a way down. We had to go back
uphill, which was naturally no pleasure. Between rocks



24                     Canadian Alpine Journal

and glacier was a very steep icy trench which offered us
the only descent. I examined the icy trench for a few,
minutes, and the ice cliffs overhanging us. I saw the
opportunity and, of course, the dangers too. Mr. Foster
asked me what my opinion was, whether we could go on
or not. I answered, quite truly: “We can; it is practicable
but dangerous.” Captain MacCarthy said: “Conrad, if it
is not too dangerous for you, cutting steps, then don’t
worry about us. We’ll trust to you and fortune.”

That made matters easier for me, as I could see that
both Herren had no fear. I lengthened the rope and left
the Herren in a sheltered spot. I made the steps just as
carefully and quickly as I could. When I had reached a
good place I let both Herren follow. Mr. MacCarthy
went last, and I was astonished at his surefootedness.
This dangerous trench took a whole hour to negotiate.
The rock was frozen, but the consciousness that we had
such terrible danger behind us, helped us over the rocks-
In greater safety we rested beneath the rocks.

Below us was the glacier which, seen from above,
promised a good descent almost to timber-line. I
remembered that the glacier had still another break-off
and knew that we must camp out. However, I said
nothing of this to my Herren, but the opposite. I pointed
with my axe to the woods with the words: “It will be a
fine night down there in the woods beside a big fire.”
Both chimed in, for the word “fire” makes a very
different impression when one is standing in soaking
clothes upon ice and snow; from the word “fire” when
one is aroused by it from a sound sleep.

We did not find the glacier as good as we expected.
We searched our way through ice debris in an avalanche
bed. Here on the glacier the sun bade us good night. The
sunset was beautiful. It would have been more beautiful
to us if the sun had been delayed one hour. It was a
melancholy moment when the last glow of evening faded
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in the west. We rested and spoke on this theme. Mr.
MacCarthy said: “It is as well that the law of nature
cannot be changed by men. What a panic it would raise
if we succeeded in delaying the sun for an hour! It is
possible that somewhere some alpinists will to-morrow
morning be in the same situation as we are, and will be
waiting eagerly for the friendly sun.”

Despite the approach of darkness we went on. About
ten o’clock in the evening we reached the rocks. It was
out of the question to go any further. Our feet felt the
effects of the last seventeen hours on ice and rock, and so
we were easily satisfied with a resting place. A ledge of
rock two meters wide offered us a good place to bivouac.
We made it as comfortable as we could. We built a little
sheltering wall about us. Our provision bag still had
plenty of sandwiches, and Mr. MacCarthy, to our
surprise, brought a large packet of chocolate from his
rucksack. We took our boots off. I gave Mr. Foster my
dry pair of extra mitts for socks, so we all had dry feet,
which is the important thing in camping out. The Herren
had only one rucksack between them, into which they put
their feet. Both Herren were roped up to a rock.

I gave a few hints on bivouacing, for there are some
tricks in sleeping out on cold rocks that one can only
learn by experience. Fortunately the night was a warm
one, threatening rain. Clouds were hanging in the sky,
which, however, the west wind swept away to the east.
In the valley we saw flickering the campfire of the Alpine
Club and of the construction camp of the Canadian
Northern and Grand Trunk Railways. I was very tired
and went to sleep without any trouble. A thundering
avalanche woke me from a sound sleep. I heard Mr.
Foster’s teeth chatter as he lay beside me. I uttered no
word of sympathy, but went to sleep again.

Later I was awakened by a dream. I dreamed that we
were quite close to a forest. I saw wood close at hand, and
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dry branches ready for kindling.  In the dream I
reproached myself what the Herren would think of me,
sleeping here in the forest with firewood, but without a
fire and almost freezing. With these reproaches I awoke and
sat up to convince myself whether the forest and firewood
were really so near. But I saw only a few stars and in
the east a few gray clouds lit up with the dawn. I could
not get to sleep again, but lay quietly and listened to the
thunder of the avalanches which broke the almost ghostly
silence of Nature. At daybreak it became considerably
warmer, so my Herren, who had spent a cold and sleepless
night, now fell sound asleep.

At six o’clock the friendly beams of the sun reached
us. I wakened my Herren. Both sat up and described the
pain in their eyes, which they could not open. The eyes
of both were greatly swollen. It was not a pleasant sight.
I thought both were snow-blind. Snow-blind, at a height
of 9,000 feet, and in such a situation—that might have an
unpleasant ending. After some cold poultices, the pain
abated and both were able to keep their eyes open.

I told my dream. Both Herren had dreams of a
similar nature, which had reference to the cold night.
Mr. Foster dreamed that a number of his friends came
with blankets and commiserated the barren camping
ground, and no one covered him. Mr. MacCarthy, in his
dream, implored his wife for more blankets, and his wife
stopped him with the curt reply: “O no, dear, you can’t
have any blankets. Sleeping without any is good training
if we want to go to the North Pole.”

I searched for a descent over the rocks. After a
quarter of an hour I came back.

“Yes, we can make it without further difficulty.”
At 6.45 a.m. we left the bivouac, which will certainly

remain in our memory. We did not get down so easily
after all. We had to get around sheer walls. The
climbing was difficult, and at some places the rock was
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very rotten. This was very unpleasant for my Herren.
They could only see a few steps through their glasses and
swollen eyes.

At last we had the most difficult part behind us, but
not the most dangerous. We had to traverse a hanging
glacier. For ten minutes we were exposed to the greatest
danger. I certainly breathed freely when we lay down to
rest under some overhanging rock.  Our barometer
showed 8,200 feet, time 10.15 a.m. That eight hundred
feet had taken three hours to negotiate. I said to my
Herren: “I am happy to be able to inform you that we
have all dangers behind us. We shall reach the green
grass in the valley safe and sound even to our swollen
eyes.”

We crossed loose stone to the southwest ridge. This
ridge should be the easiest way up to the peak. From
here we had a beautiful view of Lake Kinney below.
Without further difficulty we descended through a wild,
romantic gorge to the lake. In the gorge we had a slide
over old snow. At eleven o’clock we took a long rest and
devoured everything eatable we could find left in our
provision bag. Then we followed the newly-built trail
to camp.

About five o’clock in the afternoon we came, hungry
and tired into camp, where we were hospitably received
by our fellow campers with food and drink and
congratulations.

From what Donald Phillips himself said, our ascent
was really the first ascent of Mt. Robson. Phillips’ words
are as follows: “We reached, on our ascent (in mist and
storm), an ice-dome fifty or sixty feet high, which we
took for the peak. The danger was too great to ascend
the dome.”

Phillips and Kinney made the ascent over the west
ridge. The west side is, as far as I could see, the most
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dangerous side that one can choose. Kinney undertook
the journey from Edmonton alone with five horses. On
the way he met Donald Phillips who was on a prospecting
tour. Mr. Kinney persuaded Phillips to accompany him.
Phillips had never before made this kind of a mountain
trip and says himself that he had no suspicion of its
dangers. They had between them one ice-axe and a bit
of ordinary rope. They deserve more credit than we,
even though they did not reach the highest point, for in
1909 they had many more obstacles to overcome than we;
for at that time the railway, which brought us almost to
the foot of the mountain, was then no less than 200 miles
from their goal, and their way had to be made over
rocks and brush, and we must not forget the dangerous
river crossings.

Mt. Robson is one of the most beautiful mountains in
the Rockies and certainly the most difficult one. In all
my mountaineering in various countries, I have climbed
only a few mountains that were hemmed in with more
difficulties. Mt. Robson is one of the most dangerous
expeditions I have made. The dangers consist in snow
and ice, stone avalanches, and treacherous weather.

Ever since I came to Canada and the Rockies, it was
my constant wish to climb the highest peak. My wish
was fulfilled. For this ascent I could have wished for no
better companions. Both Herren were good climbers and
Nature lovers, and made me no difficulties on the way.
Each had a friendly word of thanks for my guiding. In
this country people are much more democratic than with
us in Europe, and have less regard for titles and high
officials; but still it was a great satisfaction to me to have
the pleasure of climbing with a Canadian statesman.

___________
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