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“Caution,
caution, pull up,
pull up.”

The flight instruments
of the Cessna 208B Caravan flying us into the
mountains were screaming as the pilot decided
to fly low and give us a close-up look of the
mountain range we were going to be climbing.
Our destination was Sugapa, a small
village located at 2000m altitude on the
remote island of Papua, which was going
to be the staging point for our trek to
Carstensz Pyramid, the highest mountain in
Australasia.
Upon landing on an up-hill road, tilting
to the right and doubling as a runway, we
were greeted by the local Dani tribe. The
tribe had been discovered only in 1938 and
many of the tribesmen still chose to only
wear the traditional koteca or penis guard
with some having also decorated their faces
with a sizable bird bone struck through the
nose.
We spent the afternoon in the village,
mostly observing the rather chaotic process
of porter selection for our 100km trek
through the jungle to the base camp of
Carstensz Pyramid. The process was made
complicated by the need to appease each
clan within the tribe, so that we would be
granted safe access through their lands.
After a night in the village, we set off for
the mountain. We were met early in the
morning by a motley crue of motorcycles,
which would take us to the edge off the
jungle. However, before we reached
our destination, we were stopped by a
roadblock. One of the clans wanted money
for access through their land. With the
clansmen carrying bows and arrows, knives
and rifles, we were glad that after a long
negotiation, our local guides managed
to agree a fee and confirm that we would
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be given access to the jungle the following
morning.
The next six days were long. The porters
carried most of the tents, food and gear,
but trekking for 8-9 hours a day through
thick jungle in shin-deep mud thanks to the
ever-present tropical rains and regularly
encountering swamp areas and rivers still
took its toll on us.
Therefore, when we reached the New
Zealand Pass after spending most of day six
crawling in a misty haze, and finally saw the
brightly coloured tents of our base camp only
an hour or so away, we were all ecstatic.
Carstensz Pyramid is part of the Seven
Summits, a mountaineering challenge
consisting of the highest mountains on each
continent. At 4884m, the mountain is not very
high, however, it’s the most technical of the
Seven Summits.
After resting in the base camp for a day, we
set out for the summit at 0200 in the morning
with five western climbers and one guide our other guide had fallen ill during the trek to
the base camp and would have been more of
a liability than an asset during the summit bid.
The route from the base camp to the
summit was almost entirely rock climbing
and required use of ropes and jumars. Our
visibility was limited by the beam of our
headlamps as well as the still present rain,
which was creating mini-waterfalls down the
narrow mountain gulley’s and soaking all the
layers of our clothing down to the bone.
After about six hours, we reached the most
exciting part of the summit bid - a Tyrolean
Traverse. This was a set of ropes extended
between two rocks approximately 50 feet
apart. Hanging off the ropes with 100m of
emptiness below us was a stark reminder that
only 100 people are foolish enough to attempt
climbing Carstensz Pyramid each year.
At 1030, eight and a half hours after setting
off from base camp we stood on the summit of
Carstensz Pyramid. After catching our breath,
we admired the stunning views and grabbed
a quick snack, recognizing that we were only
half way and had a long descent ahead of us.
Almost the entire descent was rappelling
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down the same fixed ropes we had used for
our ascent. However, given that we could
now see the state of the ropes, I think most us
would have preferred to still be in the dark,
oblivious to the fact that some of the ropes
could break at any time.
The mood among the climbers was very
happy when we reached the base camp at
1830 in the evening. However, given the 16
hour summit day, exhaustion soon overcame
everyone and we retreated to our tents for a
well deserved R&R.
Early the next morning we set off for a
trek back to Sugapa, all of us still feeling the
effects of the previous day.
Our porters and fellow climbers set off a
bit before us so I was holding the back of the
pack with my wife Delanii. Then, after about
1.5 hours of trekking, while heading over the
New Zealand Pass, Delanii suddenly blacked
out.

We consulted our options with the guide.
Helicopter evacuation was out of the question
and carrying her up and down mountain
passes for several days was not feasible, so we
were left with no choice but to approach an
American-run gold and copper mine, located
about two hours walk away from our location.
We had been warned against seeking help
from the mine, which had a reputation for not
helping distressed climbers, but soon found
ourselves at the edge of the huge operation
flagging down a 4x4 with a roaming security
guard team and requesting a doctor.
The security called-in our “intrusion” to the
mine and told us to stay-put while they waited
for advice from management regarding what
to do with us.
Somewhat naively, we expected that it
would only be minutes before someone
would help us get to a doctor to get my wife
checked out. However, as minutes turned to
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hours with no feedback, the reality of the
situation started to sink in.
After a few hours of waiting, I wondered
deeper into the mine area and began stopping
enormous Caterpillar earth moving trucks,
with wheels probably 3-4 meters in diameter
and the drivers sitting at what seemed a
second floor height of an apartment building,
asking for help.
This seemed to only cause more frustration
among the security who returned about an
hour after this, telling us that the security chief
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didn’t care what happened to us and told us
to leave the mine.
We insisted that we needed to get to a
doctor and prepared to spend the night
outside, in the rain, with all of our gear,
including water proof clothing, tents and food
with the porters, now trekking back towards
Sugapa, somewhere in the middle of the
jungle.
After a few wet and cold hours in the pitch
black night, one of the roaming security
teams returned to our location bringing some
wood and petrol to help us light a
fire in an old rusty oil drum and stay
warm as well as giving us access to
a little portakabin to shield us from
the rain – as long as we vacated it
at dawn.
The next morning came and since
we were still there, the security
decided to post two guards to make

sure we weren’t going anywhere. We were
told that we could leave back to the jungle at
any time, but even the security guards knew
this was not going to happen without any
gear, tents or food.
So we waited it out. Finally, close to
midnight, over 36 hours after we had arrived
at the mine requesting help, one of the security
guards had decided that the management was
taking too long and had taken it upon himself
to call an ambulance to come and check on
my wife, who was clearly deteriorating.
The paramedics arrived at the hut and
gave her a quick check-up agreeing with
our own diagnosis that she needed help. The
paramedics evacuated her first to the mine’s
own clinic, just 5 minutes drive away from
our location and after giving her intravenous
fluids and consulting with a doctor, moving
her further to a hospital about an hour away,
in a town completely run by the mining
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company Freeport-McMoran.
My wife spent two days in the hospital
receiving intravenous fluids and going
through a full blood screen after which the
doctors concluded that she was suffering from
dehydration and exhaustion. After gaining her
strength, the mine put us on a helicopter to
the airport where we had taken our private
charter flight to Sugapa and just another
six hours later we were in Bali, without our
climbing gear, but at a hotel, able to wash
away the blood, sweat and tears we had
expended over the past 10 days in the Papuan
jungle.
Our friends love our once-in-a-lifetime
modern-day Indiana Jones story of climbing
Carstensz Pyramid. However, to date, no-one
has shown interest in joining my next trip –
Antarctica.

details
You can follow Atte on his
adventure on his blog:
http://sevensummits.ae/
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Crossing the Tyrolean Traverse
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