Climbing
the highest
mountain in
the Americas
by Atte Miettinen

After successfully summiting the

highest mountain in Antarctica I
got a week’s rest in Santiago, Chile
before taking a short flight over the
Andes to Mendoza, Argentina to
start another three week expedition
to climb Cerro Aconcagua, which at
6962m is the highest mountain in
South America.

I was met at the airport by Luco, a
guide from Grajales, the longest serving
guiding company on the mountain. Luco
and I were going to be climbing together
and I was excited about the prospect of
climbing in a two-man team compared to
the more usual group of 6-10 climbers.
After picking up our climbing permits
from a government office we were
off to Penitentes, a small town about
10km from the entrance to Aconcagua
Provincial Park.
At Penitentes we sorted out the gear
into three piles – one which we would
carry on the trek to the first camp,
Confluencia, another that would be
carried to Confluencia by mules and the
last pile heading straight to Plaza de
Mulas, our base camp at 4350m altitude.
The first day trek along the Horcones
Valley was easy and we reached
Confluencia, at 3390m, in just 2.5 hours.
I was nursing a sore throat, most likely
from a walk we took the previous day in
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Heavy snow fall is bad news on mountains,
so we waited anxiously.

A view of Aconcagua

Penitentes, which had me worried
– this was my second expedition to
Aconcagua – the first one, two years
ago, ended with me getting a throat
and chest infection, which started
just like this.
After a night in Confluencia, we
took an acclimatization trek to Plaza
Francia, at the base of Aconcagua’s
impressive South Face, which is
almost three kilometres of vertical
snow, ice and rock.
The purpose of the acclimatization
is to help our bodies adjust to the
lower level of oxygen at altitude.
Aconcagua is almost 7000m high,
which means the summit has only
40% of the oxygen we breathe at
sea-level. Poor acclimatization due
to the lower level of oxygen leads
quickly to extreme fatigue and at
worst to life-threatening conditions.
In light of this, every climber
on Aconcagua has to pass two
compulsary doctor’s check-up’s on
the mountain.
After returning to the camp
from Plaza Francia, I had first of my
check-up’s. The doctor checked my
blood pressure, listened to my lungs
and checked the oxygenation of my
hemoglobin with a pulse oximeter.
The pulse oximeter measures the
amount of oxygen that your red
blood cells carry and provides a
percentage reading which shows
how much oxygen is moved using
100% at sea-level as the comparison
point. My reading was 94, so I
passed the check without problems.
The following morning we
continued our trek and after about
six hours, we reached our base
camp, Plaza de Mulas, at 4350m.
I was happy to see Pablo, the
base camp manager, whom I

had met on my previous trip, still
managing the camp. He leads a
team of Grajales staff that stay at the
camp for 100 days every season to
ensure his climbers are well-fed and
safe on the mountain.
Reaching Plaza de Mulas meant
that we had trekked about 40
kilometres from the Aconcagua
Provincial Park entrance, so we took
a rest day before an acclimatization
climb to Cerro Bonete, a 5004m
peak close by. The climb wasn’t
difficult and offered us beautiful 360
degree mountain views, including a
good view of the goal, Aconcagua.
Due to the amount of equipment
and food we need on the mountain,
we need to perform a couple of load
carries, which means carrying part of
our gear to a higher camp and then

returning down before carrying the
rest of the gear when we actually
move to the higher camp.
In light of this, the day after
Bonete was our first load carry to
Plaza Canada at 5050m, first of our
three high camps. I felt strong and
excited. Moving to Plaza Canada
and then to our second high camp,
Nido de Condores, at 5575m, went
without problems.
However, almost immediately
after we had pitched our tent at
Nido de Condores, which means
”nest of the condors”, snow started
falling. Heavy snow fall is bad
news on mountains, so we waited
anxiously. After snow had continued
to fall for several hours, we radioed
for a weather report and were told
that a weather front with snow and
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Confluencia camp
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The mountain climbing team leaving base camp
to go to the first of the higher camps

travel & adventure

Summit of Cerro Bonete

Caching gear at Nido de Condores before
heading down the mountain to base camp

that had decided to abort their
summit attempts. The message
from everyone was the same,
visibility was dropping and with
winds picking up, the conditions
were getting too risky. So after
continuing for a bit further, we
also decided to retreat back to
our camp.
I felt tired, frustrated and
disappointed. Time was running
out for my summit attempt –
tomorrow was the last chance
and if we didn’t make it, I would
have to return to the mountain
for the third time before my
next expedition to Everest.
We spent the rest of the day
trying to relax, but I was worried
about the weather. I tried to
drink as much as I could in order
to help my body acclimitize and
kept snacking to load up on as
much calories and energy as I
could.
In the evening we radioed for
another weather report, which
suggested that the next day
would be more of the same –
poor visibility and high winds,
but we knew we had little

choice but to make another
push for the summit.
We woke up at 0400 and
started our second summit
attempt. To our surprise the
sky was clear of clouds and the
winds low, so it looked like the
weather report had been wrong.
Buoyed by the good weather,
we made steady progress and
it seemed like we reached
Canaleta, a 300 vertical meter
and 45 degree chute of loose
rock, ice and snow leading
to the summit, pretty quickly.
However, Canaleta is notorious
for a reason and I had to take
frequent stops to catch my
breath and our progress slowed
down.
At noon, we finally took the
last steps to the summit of
Aconcagua. The summit itself
feels odd because its a big
flat area, rather than a pointy
summit, but I didn’t care. I had
conquered the mountain that
had defeated me a couple of
years ago.
We spent an hour on the
summit, resting, drinking,

eating, taking pictures and
calling our families, before Luco
and I started our way back down
– reminding ourselves that the
summit is just half way!
During the descent, we
encountered a couple of teams
heading up and we stopped
to wish them good luck, as is
customary on the mountain,
before continuing our way
down. We reached our camp
at Cholera with a few hours of
sunlight left, so we decided to
pack up our camp and continue
all the way down to Plaza de
Mulas.
Getting back to base camp
felt great. The entire Grajales
staff was waiting for us and we
celebrated with a glass of CocaCola and pizza! We also had
several teams, preparing to go
up, come to congratulate us on
reaching the summit and ask for
tips on equipment and find out
how the weather was.
The next morning I slept in
before packing my gear and
preparing for the ride home.
Due to the need to catch an
international flight, Luco and
I had decided not to trek
back, which would take about
eight hours but instead take a
helicopter which took us down
to the park entrance in just
seven minutes!
At the park entrance,
Fernando Grajales, the son of
the founder of Grajales picked
us up and drove us back to
Mendoza and 48 hours and
three flights later, I was back
home in the UAE.
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+120km/hour winds was approaching. We
had no choice but to retreat back to Plaza
de Mulas the next morning.
After several frustrating days at Plaza
de Mulas, we finally identified a weather
window in the forecasts, packed our bags
and headed back up the mountain. This
time we skipped the first high camp at
Plaza Canada and moved straight to Nido
de Condores.
After one night at Nido, we continued
to our last high camp at the charmingly
named Cholera, located at 6000m, which
doesn’t refer to the water-borne disease
but is a term local people use for climbers
that go ”crazy” because of the altitude.
While moving to Cholera the winds
were still strong. With a full backpack on,
I weighed easily over 100kg, but some of
the gusts were strong enough to knock me
over. In addition, I could start feeling the
effects of the altitude and my throat wasn’t
getting any better.
It was Christmas Eve, so we settled
into our tent at 6000m, eating pasta and
waiting for Santa Claus to pay us a visit. To
my disappointment, Santa never came, but
at least we got to speak to our families via
a satellite phone!
The next morning we woke up at 0500
and an hour later we started heading
up the mountain. However, after just 90
minutes, we begun to encounter teams
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The Seven Summits
The seven summits are magical mountains that have
been climbed by a select few. They include Kilimanjaro,
Denali, Elbrus, Aconcagua, Carstensz Pyramid, Vinson
and Everest.

Denali
(June 2012)

Mt. Elbrus
Mt. Everest
(March 2012)

Atte has conquered
Atte has yet to conquer

Carstensz Pyramid

Att’s route (to represent the
order of climbs - he started at
Kilimanjaro)

Kilimanjaro

Aconcagua

Snow & wind at Nido de Condores
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Vinson Massif
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