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Aconcagua

Contributed by Ben Swart 
SC, Pretoria Bar

Mountain climbing is good for 
the soul. It allows one tempo-
rarily to remove oneself from 

society, to take stock of life from the 
outside, and thereafter to return to earth. 
I discovered all of this when I climbed 
Elbrus in Russia (5 642 m) two and a 
half years ago and so landed on the seven 
summits circuit. Aconcagua would be my 
next mountain. At 6 960 m Aconcagua is 
the highest peak in South America and 
the highest peak in the world outside 
Asia. It is situated in the Andes moun-
tains on the border between Argentina 
and Chile. As was the case with Elbrus, I 
once again entrusted my life in the hands 
of Sean Disney of Adventure Dynamics.

After a visit to Rio and the Amazon, my 
friend Rudolf Pretorius and I hooked 
up with the rest of Sean’s group in 
Mendoza on 27 December. Mendoza is 
the gateway to Aconcagua. All climbers 
have to obtain climbing permits from the 
Argentine Parks authorities there. The 
city is centred in the heart of Argentina’s 
wine region and the two nights we spent 
there were utilised to experience the 
Malbek cultivar grape in red wine form. 
It transpired that Adventure Dynamics 
had two groups there – our group consist-
ing of eight South Africans (one woman) 
and John from the UK, and a second 
group consisting of ten South Africans 
(two women). We were initially kept 
separate but would later naturally merge 
into one group. 

On 29 December we departed for Punta 
del Inca, a small village four hours’ 
drive from Mendoza which is situated 
at an altitude of 2 715 m at the entrance 
to the Aconcagua National Park. Punta 
is the centre of the Aconcaguan mule 
industry – mules are utilised to transport 
equipment to and from base camp. On 
30 December we started our approach to 

Aconcagua from the park entrance. In the 
distance we could see the south face of 
the mountain looming. It looked daunt-
ing and ominous. The first day consisted 
of a hike of eight km along the Horcones 
river to a camp at the junction of the 
upper and lower Horcones rivers, aptly 
named Confluencia (3 370 m). As we 
were mule-assisted and still at a relative-
ly low altitude, the going was easy. We 
pitched tents at Confluencia and spent 
two nights there in order to acclimatise. 
On 31 December we did an acclimatisa-
tion hike all along the Horcones River 
to Plaza Francia at 4 500 m where we 
had a spectacular view of Aconcagua’s 
impressive south face. The south face 
is a vertical wall and is accessible only 
to serious (real) mountain climbers. We 
opted for the normal non-technical route 
from the northwest side. New Year’s Eve 
was spent at Confluencia. As we had a 
long hike ahead of us the next day we 
decided to celebrate the advent of 2007 at 
South African time. At 19h00 local time 
and in glaring sunlight we popped two 

warm bottles of local sparkling wine and 
extended customary good wishes. I shall 
not forget New Year’s Eve 2006. 

On 1 January we departed for base camp, 
still mule-assisted. Although we carried 
only day packs we had to cover 21 km 
on that day to an altitude of 4 230 m. 
It was a difficult day and the effect of 
altitude started rearing its head. Base 
camp is called Plaza de Mulas (Place 
of the Mules). It is a fascinating place 
consisting of several semi-permanent 
structures such as medical and mess 
tents. At base camp US dollars can buy 
you a lot of things – from a (very) basic 
hamburger (US $10) to a (very) basic 
shower (US$10) to the use of internet 
facilities. We pitched our tents and set-
tled in. Meals at base camp were enjoyed 
in a long mess tent which accommo-
dated all nineteen of us. They were 
festive occasions. The 2nd of January 
was spent resting and acclimatising at 
base camp. All of us had to undergo a 
compulsory medical check-up in order to 
get the green light for the ascent. Pulse  

Ben	Swart	on	the	summit	of	Aconcagua	in	the	Andes.	

Moseneke SC, now Deputy Chief Justice, 
as an acting judge. Judge Eloff, who is still 
very much involved in the administration 
of justice, stressed the importance, partic-
ularly in the TPD, of appointing specialist 
commercial judges to deal with the diffi-
cult commercial cases in this division.

In the closing speech, Gerrit Grobler SC 
gave some insight into what prompted 
him to commission the two bronze busts 
on behalf of the Pretoria Bar. He referred 
to the enormous work behind the scenes 
of the two judges in smoothing the path 
of transformation by consultation and 

consent. The presence of the Minister 
of Justice at the function was aptly 
described as depicting the extent of the 
revolution that has taken place at the 
Pretoria Bar. The other Bars should take 
note – Pretoria has taken the lead! 
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rate, lungs, blood pressure and saturation 
levels were tested by the official medical 
officer. The mountain claimed its first 
victim there – one of the group, Wally, 
was told that his blood pressure was 
too high and that he was not allowed to 
ascend. It broke his and our hearts. 

We started our summit push on 3 January 
with a hike to the first camp, Canada 
(4 900 m). We cached tents and food 
there and returned to sleep a third night 
at base camp. Sean was continuously 
receiving five-day weather reports. The 
news was that the excellent weather 
would start deteriorating and Monday, 
8 January was identified as summit day. 
On 4 January, we once again departed for 
Canada where we pitched our tents. We 
no longer had the luxury of mules and 
carried between 15-20 kg each. At high 
altitude everything becomes an effort 
– the pitching of a small tent becomes 
a physically exhausting exercise which 
would usually result in a headache. 
Everything must be done in slow motion. 
I woke up on 5 January to discover that 
my contact lenses had frozen in the 
tent. I had to resuscitate them in my tea 
water whereafter they slept with me in 
my minus 25 degree sleeping bag. We 
ditched our tents and departed for the 
next camp, Nido de Condores (Condor’s 
Nest) at 5 400 m. Porters assisted with 
the carrying of our equipment and food 
which we cached at Canada. We pitched 
tents at Nido and kept ourselves busy 
with tasks such as melting snow for 
drinking water, which could typically 
take up to two hours. Most of the group 
were at that stage experiencing one or 
more of the symptoms of mild altitude 
sickness such as headaches, nausea, loss 
of appetite and breathing irregularity. 
When you are not acclimatised, you have 
to breathe more deeply in order to get 
sufficient oxygen into your lungs. The 
moment you fall asleep, however, your 
breathing pattern returns to normal with 

a resulting oxygen deficit. This resulted 
in a sleepless first night for me at Nido. 
January 6 was spent at Nido as a rest day. 
I slept better that evening which meant 
that I was acclimatising well. 

On 7 January, we departed for our last 
camp, Colera, which, at 6 000 m, is 
higher than the summit of Kilimanjaro. 
We pitched tents and started preparing 
for the big day. There was tension in the 
air. The big day was imminent and every-
body was wondering whether the weather 
would allow us to summit and, if indeed, 
whether we would physically be up to the 
challenge. Rudolf had a severe headache 
and was extremely worried about his 
summit prospects. On the advice of Sean 
he started taking Disprins like Smarties 
and was fine the next day. 

We were woken at 03h30 on summit day 
(those who managed to sleep at all) in 
order to start walking at 05h00. At 05h00 
sharp we exited our tents and started 
our summit push. It was pitch dark and 
we had to use head lights for the first 
two hours. The wind was howling and 
it was bitterly cold – minus 27 degrees. 
The route continued along the northwest 
ridge of Aconcagua, passing what was 
the highest refuge in the world, Refugia 
Independencia, at 6 550 m. From here on 
we continued climbing up and to the right, 
crossing the Cresta del Viento (Windy 
Crest) and then heading up the upper part 
of the Gran Acarreo (Grand Traverse) to 
the dreaded Canaleta. The Canaleta is 
a 33 degree sheer chute which rises the 
last 400 m of the climb. It demands great 
patience and stamina. Five of our group 
were ahead with three Argentine guides. 
Although I never felt that I would not 
summit, I do not have a clear recollec-
tion of the ascent up to the Canaleta. I do 
recall the most beautiful sunrise that I’ve 
ever witnessed and that we stopped once 
or twice to eat and drink. My equipment 
worked well and, although I was cold, I 
never feared that I would get frostbite. 

We stopped at the Canaleta and left our 
day packs there in order to carry the 
minimum weight the last 400 m. It felt as 
we could touch the summit, but it would 
be another hard hour and a half to get 
there. Our Argentine guide, Lauche, led 
us up the Canaleta at a chameleon like 
pace. At some stage he stepped aside and 
instructed us to climb a couple of rocks 
on our right. All of a sudden we were on 
the summit of Aconcagua. 

It is not really possible to describe one’s 
feelings up there. One experiences a 
mixture of relief, elation, fatigue and 
an overwhelming sense of gratitude to 
have been afforded the opportunity to be 
there. Aconcagua towers 12 220 m above 
its neighbouring peaks with a resulting 
spectacular view – right up to the coast 
line of Chile some 100 km away. It is not 
a technically difficult climb but the cold 
weather and the Canaleta jealously guard 
the summit, and sadly we heard over the 
radio that eight of the seventeen who 
started the summit day decided to turn 
back at Independencia (one of the group 
did not start the summit day). One out of 
the three women, Mandy Ramsden, sum-
mited. This means that nine out of the 
original nineteen summited. 

The summit is marked with a rudimenta-
ry cross. We spent half an hour there tak-
ing pictures and savouring the moment, 
whereafter we returned to Colera. On 
9 January, we descended to base camp. 
We spent 10 January there in order to 
organise mules for the walk out. On 11 
January, we walked 29 km to Punta del 
Inca. From there we travelled by bus 
back to Mendoza and the eagerly awaited 
luxuries of the Hotel Aconcagua. 

I have not yet decided if and when I’ll 
attempt to climb another mountain on the 
seven summits circuit. The name Denali 
in Alaska and the month July 2008 have, 
however, cropped up several times in my 
mind ...  

Port Elizabeth 

Contributed by Peter Kroon

New members

A ll four pupils passed their examina-
tions and have decided to take up 
chambers with us. The details of 

these new members are: 

Gitesh Gajjar BA LLB (Rhodes)  
LLM (UNISA). Joined the PE Bar on 
15 December 2006. 

He previously worked for the State 
Attorney for nine and a half years. He also 
worked at the Family Advocate for just 
over a year.

Badrika Naran LLB (NMMU). Joined the 
PE Bar on 15 December 2006.

She has managed a fire protection busi-
ness for four years, and then joined her 
father’s business, Carpet & Décor, where 
she worked for three years during which 
time she completed her LLB.

David Smith LLB (NMMU). Joined the PE 
Bar on 15 December 2006. 

Before doing pupillage, he worked at the 
Human Rights Commission for one year.
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