
Aconcagua Journals 
 
13TH DECEMBER 
 
Hamish and I flew in from Santiago last night having had the better part of a day in 
Santiago. We were both starving when we got to the airport and went to grab a quick bite. 
Before we knew it, it was touch and go whether we made our flight. Lan Chile were great 
and put Hamish and i in the front of the plane as we were ushered down the gangway. An 
hour later we were in Mendoza, the wine region of Argentina - unfortunately we werent 
there to enjoy the wine. We went to the Hyatt hotel and pretty much all went our seperate 
ways. We arranged to meet at noon the next day as Ang Dorje was flying in at 11.30am 
to join us and guide my Aconcagua trip. Ang Dorje works for AC and is a legend in the 
mountains. He has reached the summit of Everest 10 times, Cho oyu 8 times and 
Aconcagua 10 times too, to name a few of his feats!! I felt very safe in having him guide 
me on this trip. 
I organized all my gear, spoke to all the girls, tania, Lucy tang and lisa whom were all 
propping up the bar at the Lanesborough hotel in London. I felt a million miles away 
from the Lanesborough bar I have to say! I left my phone on by mistake and was woken 
up by Fi calling from London at 6.00am with a loud "Hi darling" we gossiped for a while 
and then i went back to sleep again and didnt wake until 9.30am. 
Ang Dorje arrived at noon and we all lept into the van which was fully loaded with all 
our gear and went to go and get our permits for Aconcagua issued. Having sorted the 
permits we then started the 4 hour car journey to Punta del Inca located at the trailhead of 
the Aconcagua climb. We arrived, arranged all our gear with the mule guys - everything 
had to be weighed in order to get distributed onto the mules ( poor things) and then we 
had an early dinner with Willy Benegas and his team before heading to bed. Its not quite 
the Hyatt here but im so tired i dont care! 
 
14th DECEMBER 
 
Hamish woke me at 7.00am so that we could do some filming prior to our 9.00am 
departure. At 9.15am we were at the trailhead with all of our mules milliing around. An 
hour and a half later our mules were loaded and we were ready to go, or so i thought, 
when suddenly one bolted off back to its coral with all the others following at a gallop. 
One mule managed to buck off its load to add to the craziness. Miraculously it didnt take 
too long for them to be brought back and re loaded and we were finally ready to try and 
catch up with the 3 teams that had left ahead of us on foot whom by now had more than a 
couple of hours on us! I chatted with a few of the South African team, Barry and Russell, 
i think they were a group of about 10 people and they were about to start walking in too. 
Everyone walking in would effectively be a day behind us in gettign to basecamp. Finally 
our mule train started to head out onto the trail. Hamish's mule called Danielle had ears 
that were so long and constantly on this full rotation mode that i thought perhaps he 
might fly into basecamp. Dorjes mule we named camel express - poor thing looked like 
he should be in retirement - very thin and fragile but amazingly enough despite his 
scrawny appearance, he kept up well by doing a very fast jiggling type of walk which 
caused Dorje a huge amount of pain on his backside as he got bounced around in the 



saddle!! Luis did whatever his mule wanted and was often found grazing leisurly or 
breaking into a trot whenever it felt like it. I got my come uppance at our spot that we 
stopped at for lunch. Hamish wanted to film a scene and told me to get back on the mule. 
As i sprung into the saddle with my back pack on, the weight from the top of the pack 
sent me continuing over the saddle and down the other side so that i was hanging upside 
down from one stirrup. Luckily my mule didnt walk off or i would have been hurt but as i 
was yelling to the boys for help from my rather undignified position of hanging upside 
down off the mule all i could hear was hysterical laughter and no one came to help me!! I 
managed to get my foot out of the stirrup eventually and scarlet faced with rage saved 
myself, the boys still laughing!  
After 7 hours in the saddle on the thinnest of sheepskin saddles we are all in agony. My 
legs almost seized up to the point whereby i couldnt dismount. We are now at camp 2 and 
im lying immobilised in my tent. We are meant to be able to see stunning views of 
Aconcagua from here but there is bad weather concealing the mountain. I am praying that 
this weather clears soon so that we can get a shot at our proposed rapid ascent.. Im going 
to ease my aching muscles into my sleeping bag now - i still cant believe im already 
attempting to climb another mountain. 
 
15th DECEMBER 
 
We were all woken at 7.00am for a supposed 8.00am departure but alas this was most 
definately not to be. Unbenowngst to us, two of our mules had escaped with their feet tied 
together during the night and leisurely headed back to the trailhead. After searching on 
Hamish's mule for an hour and a half the muleteer came back with no Runaways. We 
therefore had to make do with two less animals unfortunately for the others. One 
muleteer stayed behind and the loads were divied up between the poor remaining mules 
and we slowly headed out of camp towards Plaza Argentinas. Then the disasters started 
to happen. My mule seemed very confident in knowing the route along these precarious 
trails. We were navigating through a very narrow canyon over extremely rocky terrain 
with large boulders randomly sprawled accross our trail. One minute we were alongside 
the river and the next we would be on extremely narrow trails about 60 feet above the 
river with a very steep drop leading down to the river. When Luis's mule started heading 
skywards up a narrow trail, mine absalutely refused to follow him despite Luis yelling 
out instructions for Dorje and i to follow his lead. I decided to listen to my mule and take 
a lower trail closer to the river and Dorje followed me on Camel Express. As i rounded 
the corner i found a scarlet faced Luis about 20 feet up pulling his mule down a steep 
path towards us yelling extremeties. It transpired his mule had taken an old trail and when 
it tried to descend sharply to join our lower trail it had sent Luis flying over its ears. 
Luckily Luis was alright as he wrestled to get his mule down the hill. I was dying to 
laugh but i knew that Luis could have been potentially in a very dangerous situation so 
managed to contain myself. Then, as i glanced back suddebly, i saw one of our strongest 
mules called Nacho who was packed with two huge duffels either side and our 
communications box placed rather unbalanced atop of the duffels, start cartwheeling 
down the slope and fall about 40 feet into the river. I burst into tears as i witnessed the 
whole thing only to my horror to witness a second mule cartwheeling down right behind 
Nacho. The second mule appeared to whack its head really hard on a rock just prior to 



landing in the river. I was hysterical and we all rushed over to see if they had survived the 
falls. I was convinced that they were dead and couldnt bear to look. To my astonishment 
and relief they both survived the fall but Nacho had a big cut on his shoulder that was 
pouring with blood. I was so shaken at what had happened to those poor animals and now 
they were now being re loaded again. Feeling thoroughly shaken, We then continued on 
up the canyon on more dangerously narrow trails and we seemed to gain about 2,000feet 
in elevation. Luis was walking his mule up this part and i let my mule pick her way up to 
the plateau. We were all breathing heavily as we finally arrived at the top of this steep 
part. Finally after about 4 hours of riding we rattled into our basecamp at Plaza 
Argentinas. We offloaded our hear, i tried to give Nacho some bread and crackers but he 
wouldnt let anyone come close to him. 
We met Carolina from Aconcagua Express, in contrast to the state of the mules she is a 
god send and is the most fantastic cook - the best at basecamp and a complete angel. Our 
next drama happened as we were trying to put up the huge mountain hardwear dome 
mess tent. As we attempted to put it up, a huge gust of wind blew the tent upwards. We 
all clung on for dear life to try and save the tent. I thought we would be last seen Mary 
Poppinsing off down the valley! Luckily 3 guys from Seattle came to help us and 
between the eight of us, our mess tent stayed at basecamp. 
I staked out a campsite for mine and Hamish's tent and despite the fact Luis said our tent 
was in the way of the Mules coming and going, i was happy being further away from the 
mess tent and the loo and we pitched it in my selected spot. Luis and Dorje camped next 
to the mess tent. Last years rules were u did not pee in the loo as everything gets 
helicoptered out. I was having a pee away from the loo minding my own business and the 
next thing i knew a ranger was standing next to me with my pants down yelling at me. I 
yelled back at him given his lack of tact standing next to me with my rear exposed, but 
his message he delivered in my state of undress was that there was a new rule and that 
was you now peed in the loos! 
Carolina cooked an amazing dinner and the we went to bed. Hamish and i were laughing 
at the loud music i heard playing into the early hours of the morning right next to Luis 
and Dorjes tent!! 
 
16TH DECEMBER 
 
After a great breakfast cooked by carolina we got ready to move up to camp 1. This time, 
I wanted to have someone help carry the communal gear up to camp 1 and 2 for me given 
that i had climbed the mountain before carrying all my gear and that if i wanted to do 
such a rapid ascent, i didnt want to be too weighed down. When i climbed Aconcagua in 
2001 i actually injured my lower back from carrying such a heavy pack so i was anxious 
not to have any further back problems. 
When it came for me to pick up my pack im afraid i had my first tantrum. I was so cross 
as my pack was really heavy which defeated the purpose of having people help lighten 
my load. I needed all my energy to try and get to the summit of this mountain in such a 
short period of time. After throwing a few things back into my bag that was to remain at 
basecamp, still ranting and raving i showed up at the doctors tent to get my oxygen 
saturation and blood pressure taken. We all had to be checked that our o2 sat was above 
70 before we were allowed to move up to camp 1. Given my recent tantrum i thought 



perhaps my blood pressure would be sky high, but amazingly enough we were all good to 
go. We arrived up at camp 1 after about 3 and a half hours and set up camp. We got 
chatting to 4 girls from Wales whom had been up to the col today. They said it had been 
pretty windy up there and that no one had been at camp 2. 
At dinner i noticed that Hamish was not eating his normal vast quantities of food which is 
most unlike him and he was rather quiet. Most unlike him. It transpired that he had a 
really bad headache and was feeling nauseous. We were now at 16,500 feet and rather 
rapidly at this altitude ( dont forget its almost the same height as the summit of Vinson). 
You have to bear in mind we were probably only really acclimatised to somewhere 
between 11,000 and 14,000ft from Vinson. Luis gave him a medley of pills - diamox and 
anti nausea pills and said that if he wasnt feeling better by the morning it would be better 
for Hamish to go descend back to basecamp. I, at this point felt fine thank goodness and 
we all went to sleep.. i was feeling so bad for Hamish, altitude sickness is not fun. 
 
17th DECEMBER 
 
Hamish still wasnt feeling fully better in the morning so it was decided that he would 
return to basecamp and i would continue up to camp 2 with Luis and Dorje. Oh, i forgot 
to mention that Dorje had run back to basecamp yesterday afternoon to bring up a new 
stove for us which he duly did this morning. He is just so fit that he likes to run up and 
down between all the camps - its easy for him! I actually thought maybee he was tempted 
to head back down as part of a cunning plan to have one more dinner cooked by 
Carolina! He arrived up at camp 1 at around 9.00am and it only took him an hour and a 
bit!! We all packed up and got ready to move up to camp 2. We said goodbye to Hamish 
and off we went. All was going well until just above the col at around 18,000 feet when i 
suddenly felt a bit lightheaded but i decided to keep quiet and see if i imminently 
recovered which is what i was hoping would happen. It was only when Luis said that my 
lips had turned blue, a symptom of not getting enough oxygen into your system, that i 
began to doubt my capability of pulling off this extremely rapid ascent of Aconcagua. We 
finally arrived into camp 2 which is just under 20,000ft and i was fairly helpless in 
assisting Luis and Dorje building a rock wall and pitch our tent. We had a couple of 
germans camped next door, but i wasnt feelign remotely sociable at this stage. 
I got into the tent and managed to force down some food and agreed to take a rest day the 
next day. I had secretly hoped that i would feel so good at this point that i would be able 
to try for the summit tomorrow, alas at this point i was praying that i would actually be 
able to get to the summit at all. All these thoughts were running through my head - make 
a back up plan to try again in January when im more rested...... No way am i coming back 
in January when iv taken the time and effort to get to camp 2 already, not to mention the 
fact i didnt want to look at the state of the poor mules later in the season.. and so the 
conflicting thoughts went through my mind constantly. The conclusion to these thoughts 
were crystal clear - i have to do this climb now. I fell into a restless slumber with the 
wind flapping noisely against our tent. 
 
18th DECEMBER 
 



Its my sister Lucy's birthday today and i felt homesick. Iv been on a mountain for the 
most part of this year missing tons of stuff that i would have loved to have been able to 
do and i wanted to be with my family in Aspen today celebrating my sisters birthday with 
them. I called her up and i miss her a lot. 
The germans rather selfishly woke us all up at 6.30am as they yelled loudly and 
inconsiderately to each other from their various tents. Getting crosser and crosser at the 
continuing yells i finally yelled at them to shut up much to Luis's horror. They all left to 
try for the summit at around 7.30am which we all thought was a little late to be departing. 
There is never more hours in a day than a restday at 20,000ft. I felt average but luckily 
my lips had resumed their natural colour so i just chilled in the tent and made a few calls. 
A restday when its nice weather outside is also pretty hard to deal with and i was by now 
very anxious that the weather remained good in order to allow me an attempt at the 
summit tomorrow. I dozed in the afternoon, went for an hours walk with Dorje and we 
met the germans returning from their summit attempt. They had got to indepencia pass 
and turned back due to highwinds. One of their guys had gone onto summit and the rest 
of them packed up and headed back down to camp 1. I went to bed at 6.00pm and when i 
heard Luis on the radio sometime later, i presumed it was morning. It was only 8.00pm 
that same night which gives u an indicator of how slowly time passes whilst your waiting 
up here. 
 
19th DECEMBER - SUMMIT DAY 
 
I heard the zipper of the tent go and Dorje came back inside to say that the weather was 
bad. I checked my watch and it was 1.00am. My heart sank and i tried to go back to sleep 
and not think about the repercussions of this bad weather at this stage. The next time i 
woke up, it was 2.30am and i could hear the stove going - that meant our summit attempt 
was a go. Nervously i started to get ready to go, the winds were still apparent but it was 
clear outside. I got all my hand and foot warmers ready and managed to force down some 
plain oatmeal and by 3.30 am we said goodbye to luis and Dorje and i headed on our 
way. Luis was going backdown to basecamp in order to be able to get to Santiago to fly 
back to the states by 21st december.  
]It was very windy as we made our way along the long traverse to Indepencia pass. I was 
stopping every so often to rest and it was apparent to me that my body was tired and i 
was going to have to try and pace myself and focus hard on my goal. It took us about 3 
hours to reach the place where camp 3 is normally established and fighting against the 
wind Dorje and i walked up to Indepencia pass, where i seem to remember from my last 
climb here that there was a hut there. I was quite excited about the prospect of a sheltered 
rest from the icy winds in the hut i have to say. I was wearing full face mask and my 
goggles and it had frozen to my hair and was forming an icicle across my face but i was 
too tired to change anything right now. We finally arrived at the hut and i almost cried 
with dissapointment to see it was missing most of its planks and the wind was howling 
through it. Dorje and i hid behind some rocks and he helped me get a gu shot down me. I 
was tired but very determined at this stage to get to the top. We rested here for about 10 
minutes with the wind howling around us making the temperature seem much colder than 
it probably actually was. Somehow i found the energy to get up and continue walking 
upwards to the traverse. The altitude was taking its toll and i was gasping for air at 



various intervals, my feet were numb and my hands were heading that way. We arrived at 
the ridge and i could see the traverse that takes us to the canneletta, a sharp 2,000ft rocky 
slope that we need to ascend before reaching the summit. When we reached the ridge, the 
wind seemed to worsen if that was conceivably possible. I was trying to get myself into 
that zone whereby you feel removed from your body and all the pain and fatigue. Finally 
we reached the bottom of the cannaletta and slowly with me gasping at regular intervals 
for breath we headed up the final part of the climb. I was really talking to myself at this 
point in order to rationalise the pain i was feeling, i needed to stay focused and i was 
constantly reminding myself that i had done this mountain before. 
After 8 agonising hours of being battered by 80kph winds i arrived at the cross which 
indicates that you are now on the summit of Aconcagua. I collapsed into a crumpled heap 
by the cross and just started whimpering on the ground. I still had this huge icicle of 
frozen hair across my face and i just lay there amazed that i had done it. I was trying hard 
to rustle up the energy to get out my sponsors flags in order for Dorje to take my summit 
photos for me. Dorje was a rock, he was so great and helped me get the flags out of my 
pack and take the pictures. I garbled a few words for the camera and then wondered how 
the hell was i going to get back down, i had zero energy right now. I stood up and 
thoughti was going to pass out. I had another gu shot and started to put one foot in front 
of the other and head back down the mountain. Dorje decided to short rope me in case i 
stumbled and fell flying down the mountain. Amazingly enough i felt a little more 
energised and we began a fairly quick descent. After 3 hours we arrived back at camp 2. I 
burst into tears as soon as i heard my mothers voice on the phone, i was beyond 
exhausted now. Once in the tent i removed my boots and my feet were like solid blocks 
of ice, completely numb and weird feeling. I forced down some food and fell asleep, 
unbelievably happy that i had made the summit. 
 
20th DECEMBER 
 
We woke at around 7.30am and started packing everything up to move back down to 
basecamp. Luis was due to ride out this morning and we spoke to him on the radio. We 
begged them to get Carolina to make us pizza for lunch. I forced my still very numb feet 
back into my boots and at around 9.30am we started to walk down.  
My feet were killing, i was definately loosing some toe nails.  
I stopped at camp 1 and chatted briefly to the girls from Wales and then we headed down 
as fast as we could. i met the South African team heading up to camp 1 and we spent a 
while chatting to them. They were planning to try for the summit on christmas day. 
Near basecamp i spied Hamish walking up to meet us and it was so exciting to be almost 
down. Hamish filmed our arrival back at basecamp and before long we were tucking into 
Carolinas yummy pizza. Luis had gone off with the advanced Muleteers in a flurry of 
cracking whips and thundering hooves so he was on his way back to civilisation. 
I spent the remainder of the day getting packed up and ready for our departure the 
following morning. Dorje took a look at my feet which despite feeling frozen solid were 
also causing me a lot of pain probably due to the two big nails which were definately 
going to come out soon. Dorje assured me i wasnt going to loose my toes but that the 
tissue was damaged and i probably wouldnt have any sensation in them for a while. I 
took some neurofen for the pain. 



We had a delicious dinner, we were sharing our mess tent with two austrian guys whom 
were planning to climb Aconcagua via the polish glacier route, one of the more technical 
routes on the mountain. It was great to be in the oxygen rich air of 14,000 ft and i slept 
really well. 
 
21st DECEMBER 
 
I was awake at 8.00am and checked my voice mail from the satellite phone. I was 
devastated to learn that one of our good friends had died of a heart attack whilst in South 
Africa on holiday. I was so shocked and felt very low to learn this news. 
I went and had breakfast and whilst sitting drinking my coffee i heard the sound of 
hooves. To my excitement our mules had arrived early, although given how long it takes 
to get them loaded up and ready to go i didnt plan on leaving anytime soon. I found out 
that we were to take that huge dome mess tent with us which was annoying as i really 
didnt want our mules overloaded in anyway this trip. I also found out to my horror that 
the horse that was accompanying our mule train had a very obviously broken leg and was 
being made to walk back to punta del inca on a broken leg - a nine hour ride. I was 
mortified about the wellfare of this poor animal but what can you do. I also noticed 
Nacho was back ( thats the poor mule that fell into the river on our ride into basecamp) 
Camel express, Dorjes half dead mule was also here. I gave Nacho and Hamish's mule 
some toast and crackers which i was thankful that they ate but the other mules wouldnt let 
me near them. 
Finally at 11.30am we were loaded up and ready to go and our manky bedraggled mule 
train headed out of basecamp and back to civilisation. It was a fairly uneventful ride out 
thank goodness but it was long and i got crosser and crosser as i saw this poor horse 
being made to ride out on a leg that was sticking out almost horizontally at this point. Our 
ride was a full 9 hours and we were all absalutely exhausted and covered in dust. 
Amazingly i bumped into my old guide Andres Zeggers who took me up Aconcagua in 
2001. It was really nice to see him and he was heading to basecamp with one of my 
friend Rodrigo Mujica's groups from Adventure Patagonicas. I chatted with him for a 
while and was surprised that he even recognised me through all the dust on my face! 
We reached the trailhead at about 7.45pm and i was pretty grumpy to say the least. We 
were all tired, saddle sore and dirty but at least we were better off than those poor mules. 
We said our thank you to the Aconcagua Express guys and jumped into our van that 
would be taking us back to the Hyatt hotel in Mendoza. I couldnt wait to get there and 
have a shower and think about a holiday on the beach. I was heading to Uruguay for a bit 
before heading back to Chile to collect my award from General Cheyre that I was given 
along with all my Chilean team in recognition of our Everest Climb. It was a huge honour 
and i was very excited to be receiving this award. 
I was so happy to have made the summit of Aconcagua and i have to thank Adventure 
Consultants for being so accomodating to my plans especially on the swiftness of the 
Aconcagua climb and for helping me reach 5 summits on 5 different continents in 5 
months post Everest. Im so happy that they are now behind me and i am now getting 
myself prepared to climb Denali in the spring, luckily with a little break between the 
climbs so i can have some form of life prior to then!! 
 


