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Don Sheldon said he would be talking about famous first climbs of the Alaska Range, the Wrangells and 

the Chugach Mountains of Alaska. He begins with the story about Henrich Harrer. Harrer was an 

Austrian engineer and a world-wide climber. In 1953 Sheldon had a phone call from Harrer. He wanted 

to climb Mt. Deborah. There had never been a successful climb on the south face of Mt. Deborah. Two 

of the people in his climbing party were Fred Beckey and Fred Meybohm who were experience 

American climbers. Sheldon flew the three men to the base of the great icefall at 7000 feet. He said you 

must have sunlight to evaluate your landing area preferably direct sunlight with no wind conditions. This 

is not always possible. He said he may evaluate the landing area for 30 or even 60 minutes. He said a 

pressure ridge is the best bet on a strange glacier. A grade more than 25 percent should not be 

attempted. He talked about the density altitude and conditions which would be suitable. You always 

land up glacier and take off down the glacier. This can be difficult depending on the wind conditions. He 

landed the Harrer party without incident. They were picked up three weeks later after a successful climb 

of Mt. Deborah. They decided to tackle Mount Hayes which would also be a first climb. This was in 1953. 

This was in late August. The snow conditions were poor making landings very hazardous. All the gear 

was brought in for their climb. They estimated it would take a month or six weeks for the climb. Sheldon 

was concerned about the landing area by then. The group decided to walk out to Talkeetna. Sheldon 

watched their progress of their ascent. They did ascend the summit. They came down the same route 

and began their walk down the glacier. Sheldon made air drops of food from time to time. He picked 

them up at Cache Creek and back to Talkeetna. The climb went well, but they had a bad walk out. They 

ran into grizzlies and crevasses.  

Sheldon talked about the winter climb of 1967. It took place in January. It was a cool weather test 

program. There was a prize crew. Jacques “Farine” Batkin was part of the group. He lost his life in a 

crevasse on the second day on the glacier. He refused to be roped up and would carry about 200 

pounds. Ray Genet, Dave Johnson and Art Davidson continued on with the other five party members to 

relay their gear from the landing area. They made good progress in spite of weather conditions. At the 

8500 elevation while they were doing another relay there was an area of tremendous crevassing. The 

crevasses became snow covered and it was one of these that Batkin fell through. His body was 

recovered. They were undecided to continue the climb. They decided to continue the climb. There is a 

9000 foot summit named after him. High winds were racing across the summit with tremendous 

snowfalls in the area. They were well supplied with food and gear. Three of the toughest left for the 

summit on the break of the weather. They came to Denali Pass. They were on the west approach. They 

climbed to the 18,700 foot level and there they stayed for eight days because of a storm. They dug an 

ice cave. They were dressed for winter arctic exposure and they were in tremendous condition. There 

were doubts that they survived. A massive search was initiated after a signal was misread. The three 



men were seen climbing down slowly. When they got down to the 14,000 foot level a military helicopter 

got to them and said they were there to rescue them. Genet said from what. They had run out of food, 

but they didn’t need a rescue. They decided to ride down with the helicopter. The climb did prove it was 

possible to survive for more than a week at 18,000 feet. Art Davidson wrote about the climb in his book.  

Sheldon said there are many people who escape from the city in search of the great outdoors. There are 

a lot of professional types who like to get away from it all like Dr. Grace Jansen Holman. She was a great 

mountaineer. Her ceiling was about 14,000 feet. It was about as high as she could go before she had 

altitude sickness. One summer she went into training in Chile. She wanted to lead a climb on Mt. 

McKinley with all lady climbers, the Denali Damsels. They went up the west approach of McKinley and 

they were successful. They had problems. There was altitude sickness. One affliction is pulmonary 

edema. The plasma of the blood infiltrates the lung cavity causing pneumonia. The victim must be taken 

to a lower elevation immediately or can die quickly. Later Holman was involved in a fatal avalanche in 

the Chugach Mountains. She requested her ashes to be scattered on the route the women took up Mt. 

McKinley. In 1971 Grace Jansen Holman received her last wish. 

Sheldon talked about a climb of Mt. Russell. It is west of Mt. Foraker. It is only 12,000 feet high but it 

stood unclaimed for many years. Helmut Raithel and others were on the climbing expedition. The 

weather was poor when they arrived. They flew up to the area and found the likely approach. 

Tremendous winds hit the area and hit the formation of clouds from the Interior. The exchanges of 

pressures account for the high velocity winds of this area. The nine members of the party were flown in. 

One member was arriving later. During the good weather he had flown several other jobs. He had to 

meet Dr. Von Wetzel at the train. The doctor looked at him and told him he needed a good night’s sleep. 

Thirty minutes later they left Talkeetna. Sheldon climbed to 6000 feet and could hear the faint voice of 

someone in trouble. It was someone at a construction camp north of Talkeetna and Sheldon headed 

that way. They landed and the surgeon got the patient who had been run over by a tractor all splinted 

up. The patient couldn’t be fitted into the plane so Sheldon put out a call and a helicopter was close by. 

Sheldon was in the hospital many months later and ran into the man he helped save.  

Sheldon talked about a first climb by Jake Breitenbach. He was an American climber. His expedition was 

the first to climb the southwest approach of Mt. McKinley. It is an extremely formidable approach. It is 

thousands of feet of rock and ice. Breitenbach later died in the Himalaya Mountains. Last summer five of 

the best rock climbers from Japan. The Micheko Sekita 1974 expedition tried to climb the southwest 

side of McKinley. Sheldon relates their climb and the unfortunate weather that came in as three of the 

Sekita crew tried to summit. They searched for a week for the expedition members. He talked about the 

recovery of their bodies. He landed at 10,200 instead of 14,000 feet because he wanted to acclimatize 

the recovery team. He was landing on the Kahiltna Glacier. He talked about the joy of the expedition 

when they first took off.  

Sheldon said during the last climbing season he relayed 26 expeditions. Twenty-four were in the Alaska 

Range. Two were in the Wrangell Mountains. He said he lands at such high elevations to be within 

striking distance of the summits you need to land at elevations suitable for the time involved. Usually 

the expeditions are from two weeks to a month. Usually the first climbs of lateral faces may require two 

months. There are regulations that are national park rules. They can’t land within the park system unless 

it is a bona fide scientific expedition such as one that has previous permission for genuine scientific work 

within the area. Sport expeditions are allowed only emergency lands. No air drops are allowed within 



the park as of 1973. He thinks this will be contested. He said other than one or two exceptions there 

have been no successful climbs of Mt. McKinley when the climb was not supported by dog team, horse 

team, aircraft at high elevations or supply air drop. His largest air drop on Mt. McKinley was for the 

Outdoor Leadership expedition. In the past he has made many airlifts and airdrops.  


