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The Aconcagua Expedition 
 
Steve took some time recently to talk with 
us about what we could expect of the 
Aconcagua Expedition.   
 
Six people form the Expedition Team, 
flying in from around the country.  They’ll 
gather in Mendoza Argentina, altitude 
about 2,500 feet at the base of the Andes 
Mountains. It is summer in South America  
and the temps may reach 90 degrees on Friday. A nice break from the snows of 
Alaska! 
 
From there on Day 3, they will take a taxi (or several taxis to hold the Team and all 
their gear) to Puente del Inca, altitude 8,900 feet.  In the Andes, it will be cooler, 
maybe reaching the 60’s during the day.  At this point, the Team will be at an 
elevation above all major cities in the US (Denver is only 5,900 feet, and your 
commercial plane is pressurized to simulate about 7,000 feet; individual mountains 
in a number of states do have higher elevations).   
 
And this is where the climb really begins. They will be taking the “Normal” route. 
Day 4 is an uphill hike, with mules to carry their gear, up to Confluencia (11,000 
feet).  Days 4-6 will be spent in the climb and adjusting to the higher elevation.  The 
camp is almost luxurious, as nearby villagers know climbers are avid customers of 
pizza and Internet.   
 
From here on, Team members will carry their own gear as they climb.   Each person 
has approximately 120 pounds.  They can carry about 60 lbs at a time.  To handle 
this situation, they practice a routine that adheres to the mountaineer wisdom of 
"Climb high, sleep low".  In the morning, they load half their gear by weight on 
their backs, climb approximately 2,000 ft in altitude, drop off their gear, and return 
to their previous camp for supper and to sleep.  The next morning, they pack up 
everything else, climb to where they dropped their gear the day before, and make a 
new camp!  This means they actually climb the mountain twice.  But it provides the 
essential time to acclimate to the higher altitude.  Throughout the expedition, the 
Team will spend a day, or several days, climbing higher up the mountain to move 
gear or just day hike, and then return to a lower elevation to sleep.   
 
The routine of ascending about 2000 feet with sleeping low and moving camp every 
2 days continues for about two weeks. They will then take a day to actually reach 
the summit.  They’ve scheduled a window of several days to attempt the summit 
climb, since the weather and their health may be factors. It will be a long 12 hour 
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day to reach the Summit, celebrate, and then descend to Camp Berlin, their camp at 
an altitude of 19,500 feet.  
 
You might ask why mountaineers put so much stress on acclimatization to the 
elevation. High Altitude Pulmonary and Cerebral Edema (HAPE and HACE) are the 
major health threats when climbing Aconcagua (and other tall summits).   If one had 
only distance to consider, and not the extreme altitude change, one could climb 
Aconcagua in 2-3 days, rather than the three weeks it actually takes.  Because there 
is less oxygen in the air at higher altitudes, your body cannot breathe in enough to 
survive without making more hemoglobin to pull more oxygen from your lungs.  
That takes time.  On average it takes you about a day to adjust to an altitude change 
of 1000 feet. Taking the time for your body to adjust to the lower levels of oxygen 
available at higher elevations greatly reduces the chance a climber will suffer from 
HACE or HAPE. (For more information on this, see the Death Zone article)   
 
And speaking of health … The Team carries a sizable first aid kit, with pain killers to 
treat strained muscles and broken bones. A mountaineer needs to be able to get him 
or herself down the mountain, even if they are hurt. Pain killers sometimes make the 
difference. They also bring medication for stomach and digestive ailments. On the 
mountain, there is little opportunity for hand washing and sanitation.  They use 
waterless hand sanitizers, but the potential for fecal contamination looms large 
throughout the trek.  Many stomach viruses can be quite debilitating, and what 
wouldn't be life threatening at home, can be in the wilderness. Another health 
hazard is severe sunburn. Again, the thinner air is responsible: less ultraviolet 
radiation is absorbed by the atmosphere, and if there is snow cover it will reflect the 
radiation. 
 
So what’s in that 120 pounds of gear besides the first aid kit?   

• Tent, especially built to withstand high winds 
• Sleeping bag, good to minus 40 degrees F 
• 2 sleeping pads to create an insulating layer between your body and the 

mountain; 1 is inflatable, an air cushion, and 1 is filled with down 
• Food, lots!  
• Parka, hood, mittens 
• Glacier boots and over boots (especially built for climbing) 
• Ski poles or hiking poles, Rope, Ice axe 
• Entertainment 

 
Two things you need to know about mountain climbing and food.  One:  your body 
starts to die at altitudes above 20,000 ft.  It loses interest in food, and you lose your 
appetite.  Two:  mountain climbing is strenuous exercise.  You’ll be expending some 
6000 calories a day.  So you can’t afford not to eat and eat well – not if you want the 
strength to finish your climb.  Freeze-dried foods from your favorite camping store 
aren’t a good option.  So what would entice you to eat? Steve says a favorite 
breakfast is hash browns fried in bacon grease and pop tarts with butter.   
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While climbing, the Team is constantly munching:  candy bars, jerky, granola, and 
goldfish crackers.  Personal preference and ease of eating-while-climbing determine 
snack choices, but high fat/ high carb foods provide the energy the Team needs to 
keep them moving throughout the day.  And a thermos of coffee or soup will warm 
them at lunch. 
 
On Aconcagua, there is no technical climbing: no need for crampons and belaying.  
When we talked, Steve was debating whether to take ropes because (due to climate 
change) there is a snow free route to the top. But snow free doesn't mean easier. In 
fact it may be more difficult, because they will be climbing on scree or loose rock for 
much of the way.  But he will take ski poles, 
which help with balance and spread the effort to 
arms and back. And he will take an ice axe, 
which he can use to anchor himself on steep 
slopes, cut steps if there is snow, and help catch 
himself in case of a fall.  
 
What will the Team do for 3 weeks besides 
climbing? The Team divides up the three main 
chores:  setting up & breaking camp, cooking, 
and finding & purifying water. (Aconcagua is a 
desert, so water isn’t plentiful.  Water sources 
are nearby glacier runoff streams and the 
melting of snow.) Supper is a time to socialize: 
to talk about the day’s climb, and tomorrow’s 
climb.  If it is really cold, people retire to their 
tents early. In the absence of a house, a sleeping bag is the only way to stay warm. 
Generally the climbers carry a book to read. Lately, climbers bring technology (e.g., 
iPod) to watch movies or listen to podcasts. But check climber websites for 
recommended technologies in extreme cold.  You need solid state technology. 
 
There is also the issue of human waste.  Each climber is responsible for their own, of 
course. The Argentine government is strict about your packing everything out, so 
you bag it.  Steve noted that on Denali you also pack everything out, and the park 
rangers check to be sure you do!  You can stash your waste along your trail, and then 
pick it up as you descend so you don't carry it the whole trip.  Hauling waste isn't a 
preferred chore, but after a couple days of exerting real physical effort and no 
showers, the odors don't seem so bad.   
 
So a mountain climb is a lot of work. When you are climbing, it can be monotonous. 
The effort required can be painful.  Once you reach camp, you still have to do chores.  
So why climb mountains?  Steve told us that for him, it wasn’t about making it to the 
summit. That climbing is all about how you respond to the experience, to become a 
better mountaineer, and a better person.  It’s knowing when to take the risk, and 
how far to push yourself.   

The 7 Summits are the highest 
mountain on each of the seven 
continents.  Many climbers aspire 
to climb all seven in their life time.  
When we asked Steve if this was a 
personal goal – he stopped to 
think. “Maybe six. Not Everest.”  
Mount Everest requires a major 
time and financial commitment.  
What is he sure of?  50 in 50!  
Steve wants to run (and finish) a 
marathon in each of the 50 states.  
He is halfway there, and has plans 
to add two more states in January.   


