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I am extremely honored to have been asked to write the prologue to the 
book about Fernando Grajales, my friend and climbing partner. 
As a young man, back in 1958, I had the great honor to be chosen for an 
expedition organized by Fernando to Cerro Yerupajá, in the Huayhuash 
mountain range, in Peru. On our way back, we visited Cusco. We climbed 
Huayna Picchu and spent the night on the summit, contemplating the 
fortress of Macchu Pichu from on high. The raging waters of the Urubam-
ba and the marvels built by the Incas filled us with joy and awe. 
From there on I saw firsthand just how skilled Fernando was at organizing 
expeditions - by then having had the experience of the first Argentine ex-
pedition to the Himalayas (Dhaulagiri, 1954) - and how talented he was at 
using his imagination when personal and general equipment supplies were 
lacking. For example I remember that Fernando devised a kind of inner 
boot made out of floor cloths to solve the problem of moisture absorption 
inside his footwear. The knowhow and skills he brought to bear on the 
logistics of the many projects he carried out in his life made him second 
to none.  
Another of his outstanding traits is that of his vision and imagination. Fer-
nando is credited with pioneering adventure tourism in Mendoza. Thanks 
to him, this activity developed and a great number of people have been able 
to discover the many beautiful places our mountains have to offer, once the 
exclusive preserve of a small group of people who practiced mountainee-
ring. 
I wish I were better able to do honor to Fernando’s personality. Without 
a doubt, he was a man with amazing will power and extraordinary sen-
sitivity to the human condition. He visited peoples in India and Nepal 
blighted by extreme poverty, disease and hunger. But he was also moved 
by our planet’s natural beauty, which he loved to photograph. 
I very much regret Fernando’s absence. I often think of the joy it would 
have given him to know that his son had reached the summit of Everest. 
We parents always want the best for our children, and I can imagine Fer-
nando’s fatherly pride at seeing Fernandito overcome a challenge of that 
magnitude, one that, worldwide, is the privilege of a few. 
Fernando was a role model to me.

Ulises Sila Vitale
August, 2014 
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‘Everything’ ended up being a life dedicated to the mountains: for the next 
25 years, as a tireless mountaineer; after that, as a service provider and 
entrepreneur. In fact, the stages of Fernando Grajales’ career as a sportsman, 
are a true reflection of his methodical and persistent temperament. First, 
he walked the length and breadth of  Mendoza’s Precordillera wearing 
alpargatas, toting blankets on his back, without a vehicle and without maps. 
Next, he made a natural progression; the Cordón del Plata (a branch of the 
Frontal Cordillera visible from the city of Mendoza); the challenges of the 
Principal Cordillera and its greatest expression, Aconcagua; and finally, the 
expedition to Dhaulagiri, one of the fourteen 8,000 m high mountains on 
Earth. Many of the mountains he climbed or attempted to climb had never 
been explored. 

Apart from its sporting relevance, a constant in the career of ‘el Gallego’, 
as he was known to his friends, was the style of mountaineering that he 
practiced. Whether from the perspective of the ‘50s or the present day, the 
expeditions were underpinned by respect for the environment and were 
interesting in their objectives. Added to which, the members almost always 
returned better friends than before they left. 

As is the case with many outstanding sportsmen in their chosen field, 
Grajales became a go-getter when he hung up his backpack. In 1976 he 
created the first service company on Aconcagua and supported institutions 
involved in local mountain activities. Of the various awards and titles he 
received, one in particular reflects the recognition of his peers: Fernando 
was one of the few people that the ‘Valentín Ugarte’ Provincial School for 
High Mountain and Trekking Guides named an Honorary Member. 

In the 1920s, Mendoza was a quiet place, with a village feel to its tree-
lined streets bordered by irrigation canals. In the Cuarta Sección, one of 
the oldest and most populated neighborhoods in the city, there were more 
buildings made of adobe than bricks and mortar and more dirt roads than 
cobblestone streets. Farmworkers and laborers walked along the Cacique 
Guaymallén canal, and beyond the low houses rose the gray hills of the 
Precordillera. 

There, in the heart of the Cuarta, in the home of Spanish immigrants, 
Fernando Grajales was born on July 19th, 1924. His mother, Antonia, 
was a strong Castilian woman who was a driving force within the family. 
Fernando’s father was a good Andalusian who used to whistle whilst driving 
his horse-drawn carriage. They had two children, Francisco and Fernando. 
Hard work was the norm and children were no exception. 

At the age of six, before school began, Fernando Jr. would sell the bread his 
mother baked around the neighborhood. He would then walk to school, 
like most of his classmates. The only hazard the children faced at that time 
was the harshness of winter mornings. Fernando carried with him a little 
brazier that had to be shaken constantly as he walked so that the embers 
would keep burning and serve as precarious heating in the classroom. 
When he was eight years old he started working as an assistant in a fruit and 
vegetable store, also at dawn. It was so cold that when the vendor stopped at 
the market stalls, the boy would take refuge under the horse, with his back 
against the animal’s warm belly. And so childhood gave way to adolescence. 

Fernando always gazed restlessly towards the mountains. The slopes of 
the nearby Precordillera and the snowy silhouette of the Cordón del Plata 
range called to him. A chance encounter was to open the doors to a world 
that would define the rest of his life:

Mendoza’s landscape is very appealing. And initially out of curiosity, I would 
look at the mountains and ask myself: “I wonder what that’s like, what’s 
back there?” When I was 15 years old, I met up with a friend of mine, all 
sunburned and frostbitten, and I asked him: “Where have you been? “In the 
Precordillera”, he told me. That was it, I was hooked, off we went, and that’s 
how everything began.1

1. “Entrevista a Fernando Grajales”, Aconcagua, October 1997. 

INTRODUCTION



Chapter I 
THE AROMA OF JARILLA 

Precordillera and  
Cordón del Plata
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To the west of the city of Mendoza, the land begins to rise from 
the lower slopes of the foothills and a few kilometers further on, 
the Precordillera emerges. These mountains, between 2,000 and 
3,000 meters high, are rounded by erosion and have their own 
unique environment. The combination of bare rock, vegetation, 
and seasonal watercourses, with their aromas and nooks and 
crannies steeped in mystery, create a feeling that is as difficult to 
describe as it is to forget. At the end of the ‘30s, Mendocinos were 
just discovering this world so close at hand. In April 1935, the Club 
Alpinista Mendoza had been founded, later to become the Club 
Andinista Mendoza, the Mendoza Mountaineering Club or CAM 
after its Spanish initials. In its first five years, the CAM organized 
thirteen excursions to the Precordillera (the Librillo and Cabras 
mountains were frequent destinations for short outings) and one 
of its expeditions reached the summit of Aconcagua.2

It was in this environment that Fernando Grajales experienced 
his earliest and most profound contact with nature. Years later he 
would become a member of CAM, but these first incursions were 
made on his own, without any kind of affiliation. In 1997, already 
retired and after having traveled halfway around the world, he 
reminisced about those first forays: 

The Precordillera was my training ground, and was so important 
to me that the first steps I took there are forever engraved in 
my memory. It was this environment that subsequently gave 
me the motivation to embark on my climbing endeavors in 
the Andes. Those moments are so etched in my mind that 
sometimes when I’m away from the mountains, it’s not so 
much the great Cordillera or the Himalayas that I recall, but 
those unassuming mountains that forged my beginnings.

2. Alfredo E. Magnani, Club Andinista Mendoza (Volume I: Sus primeros 25 años en la exploración y conquista 
de nuestras montañas, 1935-1960), Mendoza, Zeta Editores, 2011, p. 67.
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So they bivouacked as best they could. When the sun came 
up, they found that they were just a few meters away from the 
famous telegraph line and very close to the shack, just as Grajales 
remembered it, with its roof intact and a soft bed of hay bales. 

One of the typical outings those days was to the Pelado mountain. 
At 3,452 m, it is the highest peak in Mendoza’s Precordillera. The 
base of the mountain is about a 30 km trip from the city to the 
northwest. The friends would get up before sunrise, charged with 
enthusiasm and strong adolescent knees, put on their alpargatas, 
and head for Cerro Pelado. At first, they were weekend excursions, 
but soon they became lightning-fast daytime ascents. During this 
period, Grajales made more than thirty trips to Cerro Pelado and 
boasted of having recorded the best times. 

Fernando was only 18 years old, but the outdoors and adventure 
had already influenced his job choices. He tried his luck as a 
movie usher, but it lasted one afternoon. At the end of the show, 
he returned his flashlight and told the manager, “I’m leaving,  
I’d rather go and dig ditches.” And that’s what he did: he rented  
a piece of land in Tupungato and planted potatoes at an altitude 
of 2,000 meters. 

He had built himself a little shack with a movable roof. He tilted 
it according to the direction of the wind. He only managed 
two harvests, as the last one was damaged by severe frost and 
the potatoes were too small; nevertheless he harvested them, 
bagged them, hauled them away (he caught pneumonia), and 
managed to sell them.66 

The following year he became a gold prospector in San Luis. At a 
gathering of a group of friends, he had been offered a permit to 

6. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.

How can I forget those places with the aroma of ‘jarilla’, thyme, and 
wormwood mingling with the smell of guano from the huts where 
the humble folk who safeguard and survey these lands, looked after 
me so well?3 

Fernando held these memories so dear that, during conversations 
about trips and climbing routes in faraway places, he would 
crumple a piece of paper in his fist and then placing it on the 
table would say: “See? This is what the gorges in the Precordillera 
are like. It’s the best mountaineering school there is”.4  
Guillermo Hart, a great friend of Grajales and in those days 
his climbing partner on trips to the mountains, remembers: 
“On weekends we would grab our very heavy backpacks and 
head for the Precordillera”. Fernando already displayed strong 
mountaineering instincts: “We would hike in on a new route and he 
would remember it for life. He could take the same route ten years 
later and he knew where to go. He was very knowledgeable about 
the Precordillera”. Hart tells us that on one of these excursions 
they had reached a goat herder’s hut in the heart of the mountains; 
it was getting late but they decided to head back anyway. Halfway 
down, night fell. Fernando gauged that they must have been near 
the telegraph line, where there was a shack built by the military 
to store bales of hay for horses and mules. “If we can make out 
the [telegraph] wire, it’ll lead us to the shack, where we can sleep 
comfortably,” Grajales said. But they walked on without finding 
it. So they decided to spend the rest of the night out in the open. 
“We’d never even dreamt of owning sleeping bags, or army boots. 
We didn’t even have waterproof capes; I think we just had some 
tatty blankets,” Hart recalls.5 

3. “Entrevista con Fernando Grajales”, Aconcagua, October 1997
4. This particular quote of Fernando Grajales’ words and a lot of information that is not always possible to 
annotate and date individually, come from the author’s personal communications with Mabel Abad de Grajales, 
Fernando Grajales’ widow.
5. Guillermo Hart, Interview with the author, 2008. 



16 17

C
ap

ítu
lo

 I 
 - 

 M
on

ta
ña

s e
n 

al
pa

rg
at

as
 - 

La
 v

id
a 

de
 F

er
na

nd
o 

G
ra

ja
les

 

What the young mountaineers of the 1930s and 1940s pioneered 
was a combination of exploration, sporting challenge, and 
appreciation for the environment. The summer of 1934 is 
considered a milestone in the development of mountain sports in 
the Central Andes. That season saw the first 

Sscent of Aconcagua by a less accessible route (i.e. not the 
Normal Route opened by Matthias Zurbriggen in 1897), one that 
drew an elegant line across the Polish Glacier; two international 
expeditions that, despite having no prior knowledge of each other, 
reached the summit on the same day, by different routes; and the 
first Argentine, Nicolás Plantamura, a serviceman, also reached 
the summit. 

Fernando Grajales’s first ascent on the Cordón del Plata was Cerro 
San Bernardo, a “training mountain” that is still a classic in the 
Vallecitos area. The first to reach its main peak, at 4,156 m, was the 
Belgian Lucien Hanicq, in the early 1940s. At that time, Mendoza 
was planning to create a ski center in what is now Vallecitos, and 
the Roads and Highways Administration had extended the road to 
above the 2,500 m mark. Hanicq was a ski champion hired by the 
Mendoza government to develop the sport and build a refuge. The 
European chose a rocky outcrop and situated the San Bernardo 
refuge there.7 Cerro San Bernardo was again the venue for several 
first ascents in the ‘80s, when climbers like Alejandro Randis and 
Lito Sánchez opened dedicated rock routes on the mountain.8 

7. Alfredo E. Magnani, Club Andinista Mendoza, p. 78; Nicolás García, Historia del refugio San Antonio, 
retrieved 16/10/2014, from http://www.cordondelplata.com/historia; Nicolás García, “Una protección oportuna”, 
Los Andes (Mendoza), June 1st, 2011, retrieved 16/10/2014, from http://losandes.com.ar/article/print/article/
proteccion-oportuna-571987 
8. Alejandro Geras, Vallecitos, montañas de luz, Mendoza, Author’s Edition, 2008; Alejandro Randis and Lito 
Sanchez; Author, personal communications, 2008-2010.  

pan for gold in the Carolina river, and off he went with a spirit of 
adventure. 

He knew nothing of the trade but bought the concession with the 
money from the potato harvest. On his arrival he encountered a 
horde of gold diggers and decided to buy a donkey to go upriver 
and try his luck in a secluded spot. He did manage to collect some 
gold, but any profits were spent on store-bought provisions. 

CERRO SAN BERNARDO 

The hikes soon turned into ascents and the Precordillera’s 3,000 m 
high mountains gave way to the 4,000 and 5,000 m high peaks of 
the Cordón del Plata. 

In that era the challenges facing hikers were very different from 
today. The Andes mountains and Aconcagua (its highest peak) 
were already attracting expeditions that required very specific 
logistics and preparation, making it a difficult undertaking for 
most Mendocinos. But in all other respects the Andes were virgin 
territory: a gigantic playground available to anyone who wanted 
to venture into nature. 

Of course, Grajales and his contemporaries were not the first 
to explore its gorges and mountain ridges. Indigenous peoples, 
Spanish and Inca conquerors, muleteers, soldiers, and miners 
had already criss-crossed the mountains, but always “in transit”, 
endeavoring to enter and exit that hostile environment as easily 
and quickly as possible. 
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CORDÓN DE LA JAULA 

The expedition to Cerro Blanco served as preparation and 
motivation for the following project: an expedition that at the 
time caused a stir within the mountaineering community. In 
April 1945, Fernando Grajales and Pablo Giannácari packed hefty 
backpacks and set off for the Cordón de la Jaula. This mountain 
chain, still unexplored at the time, is hidden between the Frontal 
(Cordón del Plata) and Principal (on a level with Polvaredas) 
mountain ranges. The approach is long and complex; even today, 
expeditions into the Jaula massif are still few and far between.

When the two young men announced to their friends that they 
were setting off to look for an unexplored 5,000 m high mountain 
in this remote valley, the challenge raised some doubts. Two 
members of the climbing community, Miguel Cáffaro and Miguel 
Gossler (‘the Miguels’), even though they were the project’s 
mentors, wagered that Fernando and Pablo wouldn’t succeed.  

Grajales and Giannácari had gathered information about the area 
by talking at length with muleteers and guanaco hunters. Finally, 
they settled on an itinerary that remains the classic one today: 
enter Vallecitos, go over the moraines at the end of the valley 
to the Portezuelo Blanco pass and then down to the Blanco II  
river valley. 

From there, Fernando and Pablo regained altitude scaling the 
slopes of the Cordón de la Jaula and achieved the first ascent of the 
entire area, at an altitude of 5,000 m. As a tribute to their friends’ 
skepticism, they decided to name this mountain San Miguel. To 
complete their expedition, they returned by following the ravine 
of the Blanco II river downstream, until it flows into the Mendoza 

CERRO BLANCO

In January 1945, Fernando Grajales had his first experience of 
high mountain terrain. He was 21 years old when -along with 
Guillermo Hart and Aquiles Mazzarini- he climbed the 5,200 m 
high Cerro Blanco, named Olonquimini by the indigenous people.

This mountain marks the northern end of the Cordón del Plata. 
Although its summit offers one of the best views of this mountain 
chain, it remains a solitary and rarely visited mountain.

The ascent of Cerro Blanco entails a long approach through 
mountain passes and gorges, ideal terrain for Grajales. His group 
was the second to ascend the mountain (the first was made up 
of Pablo Giannácari, Segundo Mendoza, Pedro Ugalde and Juan 
Corominas in 1943).  Although Grajales and his companions had 
good weather, January 1945 would be remembered for a historic, 
severe snowstorm: on Aconcagua, a group of soldiers led by 
Valentín Ugarte were not able to make any headway beyond Plaza 
de Mulas and had to postpone the construction of the Plantamura 
refuge (currently the smallest of the three at the Berlin camp,  
at 5,900 m) till the following year.9

 

9. Orlando Mario Punzi, Valentin J. Ugarte and Mario L. De Biasey, Historia del Aconcagua. Cronología heroica 
del andinismo, Buenos Aires, 1953. 



21

 

Chapter II 
A LEMON AND

LIFELONG FRIENDSHIPS 

 Aconcagua, Ruta Normal

river at its mouth, near Polvaredas. The journey took them 
nineteen days and they ran out of food a couple of days before the 
end. To compensate for their plummeting energy levels, on the 
return trip from Polvaredas to Mendoza the boys demolished the 
entire supply of milanesa sandwiches on the Tras-Andean Railway. 

Alfredo Magnani, weighing up the Cordón de la Jaula expedition, 
stated: “This team [Giannácari-Grajales] was the first to enter  
the mysterious and fascinating Cordón de la Jaula for exploratory 
and sporting purposes and also the first to climb one of its  
highest peaks”.10 

A few days after returning from this enormously liberating 
experience, what happened next to Grajales was at the opposite 
end of the spectrum: he was recruited for military service, the 
famous ‘colimba’. This period of military training - compulsory 
at that time - lasted a year. Grajales was assigned to the 4th Aerial 
Brigade based in Mendoza and spent nine of the twelve months 
in a jail cell, the reasons being his lack of affinity with military 
idiosyncrasies, his social views and his determination to defend 
them. 

- ¶ -

10. Alfredo E. Magnani, Club Andinista Mendoza, p. 122
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Ever methodical, Grajales’ expeditions were a natural progression. 
After the years spent training in the Precordillera and his high 
mountain experience in the Cordón del Plata, his next project was 
Aconcagua’s Normal Route.12 He was 28 years old when he arrived 
at Plaza de Mulas base camp. Mendoza’s great mountain and a 
“borrowed” lemon were to determine his future. Grajales himself 
recalled the experience in a letter to researcher Pieter Crow:

In January 1952 I had been invited to Aconcagua by a married 
couple by the surname of López Barbosa, and Mr. Bernardo 
Razquin, a meteorology expert. The four of us had gone up 
to the Plantamura refuge at 6,000 meters, a day’s hike from 
Plaza de Mulas. Once there, my companions started to feel 
very ill and decided they should go down. They set out the 
next day and, giving in to my pleas, left me on my own in the 
refuge, intending to make a summit attempt the next day.13

Part of the group’s mission had been to place a copy of the book La 
razón de mi Vida (‘My Mission in Life’) by Eva Duarte de Perón, 
on the summit. Grajales never mentioned this assignment, but 
some newspapers reported that the book had indeed reached the 
top of the mountain (in which case, it must have met the same 
fate as the busts of Evita and Juan Domingo Perón that remained 
on the summit until shortly after the military coup of 1955, when 
a patrol went to the trouble of climbing the mountain and either 
threw them down the South Face or hid them out of harm’s way - 
we will never know).14

12.Whenever he was asked when he was planning to tackle the largest mountain on the continent, Fernando 
Grajales replied: “I will go to Aconcagua when I can do as I want with it, not before” (Mabel Abad de Grajales; 
Author, personal communication).
13. Fernando Grajales, Letter to Northamerican researcher Pieter Crow, dated Los Penitentes, January 20th,1983, 
and made available to the author by Pieter Crow.
14. Ernesto Castrillón and Luis Casabal, “Memoria: el día en que Perón trepó los Andes”, La Nación (Buenos 
Aires), January 25th, 2004, ‘Enfoques’ supplement, retrieved 10/23/2014, from http://www.lanacion.com.
ar/566726-memoria-el-día-en-que perón-trepó-los-andes

The mountains are man’s last conquest  

on the planet. And I was lucky to live  

in the ‘50s, the decade when the highest peaks 

were conquered.”

Fernando Grajales11

11. Más alto y más lejos (La Nación, January 10th, 1997), retrieved  23/10/2014, from http://www.lanacion.com.
ar/61829-más-alto-y-más-lejos

“
”



Today, the concept of a solo ascent by Aconcagua’s Normal Route 
has lost some of its relevance. On any given day during the summer 
season, different groups bustle about the slopes, the high altitude 
camps are almost never uninhabited and the infrastructure there 
supports rescue operations and communications. Rarely is a 
climber left to his or her own devices during a high mountain 
trip. But in 1952 the mountain was much less renowned, there 
was no rescue patrol or helicopter and equipment was several 
times heavier and less efficient than it is today.  Neither Gore-Tex, 
satellite phones, nor lightweight heaters existed and climbers had 
less information about physiology and altitude (and if the stories 
of veterans are to be believed, the weather was even colder and 
snowfalls greater). On the Normal Route, seventeen mountaineers 
had already lost their lives, a very high percentage considering the 
small number of expeditions recorded at the time.

Fernando Grajales, alone and at 6,000 m, had decided to stay at 
the Plantamura refuge and summit the next day. He was about 
to tackle the last stretches of the mountain, steeped in myth and 
tragedy and with half a lemon as his only breakfast. In his letter 
to Crow, Grajales describes the ascent in simple, straightforward 
prose, avoiding phrases like “conquering the colossus”, “attacking 
the summit” and other platitudes:

The wind roared all day and all night and I hadn’t drunk 
enough fluids. The camp stove had been ruined and with 
much effort I managed to make tea, with some candles that I 
found in the refuge. I fell asleep and woke up late. It was eight 
o’clock in the morning, the day was clear and the wind had 
died down. Making tea with the candles would have taken 
me a long time; I ate half of a lemon that I had on me and the 
other half I carefully saved for my return.[...]
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While I was on the summit, it became overcast and started to snow, 
and I began the descent with only one thing in mind: the candles and 
the half lemon. When I arrived at the Plantamura refuge I opened 
the double doors and was stunned. My things were gone and on the 
right as I went in, were two perfectly assembled backpacks and in 
the middle of the refuge, a paper weighted with a stone. The note 
said: “Fernando, we are looking for a missing person, we are taking 
your things down to help you out. We’ll make camp at Portezuelo 
del Manso, we’ll wait for you”. I anxiously looked at the two small 
backpacks. In a side pocket were some slight bulges...I opened the 
pocket, took out some things, reached in and... right at the bottom, 
two lemons. I took one out, thought about it and thought some more, 
then ate it. Who could those two small, clean and perfectly packed 
backpacks belong to? Well, the owners had to be at Plaza de Mulas 
and I owed them an explanation.

At the Portezuelo del Manso I shouted my head off and found no 
campsite. It was snowing heavily. I arrived at Plaza de Mulas with 
an hour of daylight to spare and my arrival was met with the usual 
creature comforts. The owners of the two backpacks were there: 
the Marmillods.  My story and confession were received with an 
understanding smile and a friendship that would stand the test of 
time.115

Frédéric and Dorly Marmillod - a married Swiss mountaineering 
couple in love with the Andes- quickly hit it off with the young 
and cheerful Mendocino just down from the summit. The 
anecdote involving the lemon began a partnership that would last 
for decades and that would be of vital importance to Fernando.

15. Fernando Grajales, Letter to the Northamerican researcher Pieter Crow. 



A PARTY AT THE MARMILLODS

In 1952, shortly after their second ascent of Aconcagua and 
after befriending Grajales with a lemon, the Marmillods threw a 
party at their home in La Lucila, a residential neighborhood in 
the northern area of Greater Buenos Aires. The event brought 
together the veritable leaders of what Grajales dubbed “the golden 
decade of mountaineering”. The guests of honor were members 
of a French expedition that in the summer of that same year had 
climbed the “impossible” Fitz Roy. Among them was the legendary 
Lionel Terray, world-renowned explorer and rock climber.

Two years earlier, on June 3rd, 1950, Terray and Louis Lachenal 
had summited an 8,000 m mountain for the first time in history. 
It was the famous ascent of Annapurna, led by Maurice Herzog. 
This achievement had proven that human beings could perform 
successfully at such a high and extremely hostile altitude. However 
the French paid dearly for the feat: Lachenal lost all his toes and 
Herzog, all his toes and the fingers on both hands. Both were 
amputated on site, without anesthesia.

The French government capitalized on this mountaineering 
triumph for propaganda purposes: they sat the ailing Herzog in 
a wheelchair and sent him and his team all over the world to give 
lectures and talks. In Argentina, they were received by President 
Juan Domingo Perón, who listened with great interest to the 
exposé by the Himalayan expeditionary team.

Post-war European governments considered success in 
exploration and sports as a matter of national pride. Perón, who 
as a military man had received mountain training in Europe, and 
in Argentina had been posted in the mountains (in Mendoza he 
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was stationed at Puente del Inca and took part in maneuvers at 
Laguna del Diamante), adopted the same style of nationalistic 
mountaineering and supported local as well as international 
expeditions.

The Argentine president provided Terray and company with the 
necessary logistics to enable them to establish the first route up 
the vertical granite wall of Fitz Roy or Chaltén, that beautiful spire 
in Argentine Patagonia. Perón had received them and, in their 
presence, had called on a succession of ministers to address the 
expedition’s various requirements. Perón famously said to the 
climbers:

I am familiar with the difficulties that you are going to face.  
I want you to have our utmost support in reaching your 
goal.-We assume responsibility for the horizontal part of your 
journey until you reach the foot of Fitz Roy. The vertical part 
of the journey will be up to you… It is the most arduous.16 

And so Terray had managed to reach the summit of Fitz Roy with 
teammate Guido Magnone and was now at the Marmillods’ party 
enjoying yet another example of the local hospitality that had so 
impressed him: “The Argentines welcomed us with enthusiasm, 
and a courtesy and kindness that is inconceivable in our old 
Europe”.17

When the homeowners brought out a big cake in the shape of Fitz 
Roy, Terray, along with the young Argentine second lieutenant 
Francisco Ibáñez were given the honor of cutting it. Ibáñez 

16. Louis Despasse, Al asalto del Fitz Roy, Buenos Aires, Editorial Peuser, 1953, p. 44-47 (quoted by Martín 
Andrés Carelli, Peronismo y montañismo, Actas del Primer Congreso de Estudios sobre el Peronismo: La Primera 
Década, retrieved 25/10/2014, from http://redesperonismo.com.ar/biblioteca/actas-del-1er-congreso).
17. Lionel Terray, Los Conquistadores de lo Inútil (Volume 1). Barcelona, Editorial Martínez Roca, 1982, p. 149. 



had acted as liaison officer for the French and his conduct had 
earned him the respect of President Perón and an affinity with 
Terray, whom he also accompanied to Aconcagua a few days after 
returning from Patagonia:

The expedition to Patagonia ended in an extended celebration.
Hailed by the Argentine government as a momentous event, 
our feat triggered an overwhelming enthusiasm, and we 
spent about twenty days going from banquet to banquet and 
reception to reception. The Club Andinista Mendoza and 
the Argentine Army proposed that weattempt an ascent of 
Aconcagua, which with its 6,960 meter high  summit [sic]18 is 
the highest peak in the Andes mountains. We completed this 
climb in four days without progressive altitude acclimatization, 
and in spite of it being an extremely easy climb, it almost ended 
in disaster. One by one, every member of the group was laid 
low by altitude sickness. I was also quite afflicted by it, but  
I managed to salvage our honor by reaching the summit in the 
company of Paco Ibáñez, the young and friendly Argentine 
officer who had been with us previously in Patagonia.19

The aim of this ascent via Aconcagua’s Normal Route was to 
acclimatize the Terray group before attempting the southeastern 
ridge and exploring the southern one. Frédéric Marmillod, a great 
admirer of Terray, was one of the members of the expedition, but 
a persistent toothache that worsened at altitude, forced him to 
abandon and to remain at base camp. Another problem was that 
on the descent to Plaza de Mulas (before trying the new route), 
as Terray recalled, “we had to go to the aid of a team of Chileans 
who had become so critically ill with altitude sickness that they 
were comatose”. 20 This rescue mission left the French team no 

18. Aconcagua’s altitude is 6.962 m.  
19. Lionel Terray, Los conquistadores de lo inútil (Volume 2). Barcelona, Editorial Martínez Roca, 1982, p. 158 
20. Lionel Terray, Los conquistadores de lo inútil (Volume 2), p. 159 
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time to attempt the ridge. Terray and his friends then left the 
Cuyo region and continued on their remarkable voyages of 
adventure: unconquered mountain peaks in Peru once deemed 
impossible (Chacraraju and Huantsan), another 8,000 m high 
peak in the Himalayas (Makalu) and exploration in Alaska.  
Meanwhile, the peaks of Aconcagua remained immutable, as did 
the motivation of the local climbers.

MEETING AT CONFITERÍA COLÓN 

Like many good partnerships, that of Fernando Grajales and 
Francisco Ibáñez began in a cafe. Confitería Colón, a cafe on the 
corner of San Martín and Necochea streets was the most elegant 
in downtown Mendoza. In the morning, men in suits drank coffee 
and discussed Perón’s government. In the afternoon the tables 
were occupied by ladies who drank tea and sampled the patisserie.

Undoubtedly ‘el Gallego’ and ‘el Paco’, with their sunburnt faces 
and weather-beaten, work-worn hands, didn’t look like the 
Colón’s typical devotees. The issue that brought them together 
that November morning in 1952 was tremendously important 
to both of them, but could not have been further removed from 
the issues being discussed at the tables around them. “Look Paco, 
you know me as a person and as a climber”,21 Grajales, who had 
convened the meeting and was the one mainly concerned with the 
outcome, began.

The then Second Lieutenant Ibáñez was already a rising star. 
His role with the French Fitz Roy team and his track record in 
mountaineering had won him prestige both within and outside 
the army.

21. Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper, Mendoza, July 2nd, 2003 (recording).



In July 1952 he had taken part -along with the Mendocino Alfredo 
Magnani and Carlos Sonntag from Bariloche- in a 3-month-
long mountain guiding course in Chamonix, the birthplace of 
mountaineering in the Alps. This course had been given as a gift 
to Argentina by the French government, in recognition for the 
support the country had shown the French expedition to Fitz Roy.

Grajales, on the other hand, was a seasoned mountaineer, but 
more accustomed to the herdsmen of the Precordillera than to 
meetings with influential people. He was a young man from the 
Cuarta Sección who, in his own words, “was part of a fairly unruly 
gang”22 within the Club Andinista Mendoza. However it was 
mountaineering that placed the two men on an equal footing and 
provided common ground.

This common bond is what had prompted the meeting at the cafe: 
Ibáñez was organizing a national flag-carrying expedition - 
that is to say, representing  Argentina in an official capacity 
- to Mt. Dhaulagiri, in the Himalayan range. The young sub-
lieutenant and avid mountaineer had sensed that he was in the 
right place at the right time to make a move, and had garnered 
the support of Perón for Argentina’s inclusion in the Himalayan 
expeditions. But the Asian mountains were still far in the future 
when the two cuyanos conversed in the Confitería Colón. 
Grajales remembered the meeting thus:

I told him: “Paco, I know you’re organizing an expedition to 
the Himalayas and I understand that you’re going to make a 
selection from the Aconcagua group. I want to ask you...” -and 
who knows what he expected - well, I told him that I thought I 
was entitled to be considered in that selection process, nothing 
more, to be considered just like anyone else.23

22. Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper. 
23. Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper 
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The request was well received and Grajales’ position on the team 
was almost assured, although the Mendocino subsequently had to 
go through the formal stages of the selection process. Grajales, 
who was a good storyteller, told the episode jokingly: “When the 
selection of people was made, Ibáñez said to me ‘Gallego, you’re 
going for sure, but stay cool, because I won’t be telling anyone 
whether you’re going or not’”.2424

ACCLIMATIZATION IN LAS CUEVAS

While the project was running its course in the halls of power, 
Grajales was doing what he did best: devoting himself entirely to 
practical matters. The best way to get used to altitude (one of the 
most difficult challenges of the Himalayan venture) is to spend as 
much time as possible at the highest altitude possible. With this in 
mind, Fernando took a job with the Eva Perón Foundation, which 
was constructing the township known today as Villa Las Cuevas 
(the last Argentine settlement this side of the Andes) at 3,200 m, 
in the mountainous region of the same name.

Although beauty abounds in Las Cuevas, and the might of the 
high mountain landscape is all-pervasive, the constant winds 
and sub-zero temperatures (frequent even in summer) make 
it an uncomfortable place to live. Uncomfortable for most 
people, that is, because those harsh conditions were apparently 
“too comfortable” for Grajales: to improve his acclimatization, 
‘el Gallego’ would hike to Cristo Redentor (the statue of Christ 
marking the boundary between Argentina and Chile), at 3,854 m, 
and spend the night in that windswept wasteland. As well as the 
hike to the statue, he had another daily ritual: a visit to the post 
office. The much anticipated communicationfinally arrived in the 

24.Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper



Fernando Grajales (first on the left) at the Cristo Redentor,  
during the period when he worked at Las Cuevas.



form of a telegram officially confirming that he had been chosen 
as a successful candidate for the expedition to Dhaulagiri.

According to Magnani, Grajales “took advantage of every free 
moment his job allowed him to train on long hikes throughout 
the neighboring valleys, rock and ice climbing, etc.”25 

This acclimatization paid off the following summer during the final 
evaluation of successful candidates in Plaza de Mulas; Grajales and 
Ibáñez clinched the deal with an ascent of Aconcagua’s Southwest 
ridge in January, 1953.

- ¶ -

25. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en los Himalayas, Mendoza, Ediciones Culturales de Mendoza, 1994, p. 104.
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Chapter III 
A SWISS-CUYANO  

ENTERPRISE 

 Aconcagua, Southwest Ridge
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SUMMIT MEETING

January, 1953 saw Fernando Grajales once again at Plaza de Mulas 
base camp in his Canadian tent. The Mendocino was waiting for 
his friends from the previous season, Fredy and Dorly Marmillod, 
and Francisco Ibáñez, who had become his boss and partner 
in the most ambitious plan yet in Argentine mountaineering: 
the expedition that they were to undertake the following year 
to Dhaulagiri, in the Himalayan mountains. In preparation for 
this challenge, Ibáñez and Grajales wanted to climb Aconcagua’s 
southwest ridge with the Marmillods, and so the four of them 
convened at Plaza de Mulas.

Ever since Fredy Marmillod’s sister had introduced him to Dorly 
Eisenhut  in 1930 to coach her in mathematics, Fredy and Dorly 
had become inseparable. Soon they left math behind and devoted 
themselves to outdoor climbing in a partnership that would last 
a lifetime. The Marmillods were mountain climbing machines. 
Fredy was already an experienced mountaineer when he asked his 
employer, Sandoz Laboratories (who created LSD by accident), for 
a transfer to South America. In the Andes mountains, he amassed 
significant sporting achievements: the first ascent of Cerro Alto 
de Los Leones (5,445 m), the most technical peak of the Juncal 
massif located on the Chilean side of this great mountain mass 
in the Central Andes ; the first ascent of the 6,241 m high Santa 
Cruz, in the Cordillera Blanca in Peru, in 1948; and several climbs 
in Patagonia.

36

When we think of certain mountains, we 

immediately associate a name with that peak. 

Sir Edmund Hillary and Everest, Bradford 

Washburn and Mt. McKinley, Edward 

Whymper and the Matterhorn, Fernando 

Grajales and Aconcagua.”

 

Phil Ershler2627

26.  Phil Ershler, Fernando Grajales, Testimonial dated Ashford, Washington, April 22nd, 2012, and sent to Mabel 
Abad de Grajales.

“

”



The original note left by the Marmillods at the top of the mountain they named Mirador. This record of the climb, 
dated January 1953, was found 54 years later by the mountaineer and guide Ulises Corvalán.



In 1948, the Marmillods had climbed Aconcagua’s Normal 
Route with Konrad Brunner and Otto Pfenniger. Dorly, by then 
the mother of three girls, became the third woman to reach the 
summit.27 Fredy loved the Andean mountains, but, faithful to his

Alpine training, he was impatient with the long approaches and 
easy ascents. About Aconcagua’s Normal Route he wrote:

Aconcagua is a horrid pile of loose stones, the climb is 
disheartening, endless, devoid of climbing difficulty... and yet 
we had a magnificent experience , one which will stay in our 
minds forever like a bright light from the depths of our souls.28

Although “devoid of climbing difficulty,” as Fredy described it, 
the Ruta Normal had almost cost them their lives. On the descent 
from the summit, a whiteout blizzard caused them to lose their 
way. As they walked in circles, searching for the camp, already late 
in the day and caught in the storm, they found the remains of a 
tent and a blanket that enabled them to survive the night. The next 
day, they found the camp with ease.

Going back to January 1953, the Marmillods arrived at Plaza 
de Mulas to join Grajales after having made the first ascent of 
the Mirador, a 5,000 m mountain that separates the Upper and 
Lower Horcones river valleys. It is a mountaineering tradition 
that whoever reaches an unclimbed and unnamed summit must 
give it a name. The Swiss mountaineering couple called it Mirador 
(Lookout) because of its views of Aconcagua’s South Face. A few 
days before, the Marmillods had opened the first technical route on 
Cerro Cuerno, another mountain in the Aconcagua group. They 
were two interesting “firsts”, but the Swiss couple only considered 
27. The two women who summited before Dorly, the German Adrianne Bance de Link and the Spaniard María 
Canals Frau, lost their lives on the mountain; later, in 1952, Mary Knoller would be the first Argentine to succeed. 
28. This quote was taken from a well-documented biography of the Marmillods written by Pieter Crow. The 
biography was available on the Internet when referred to by the author, however at present it no longer appears.
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them the acclimatization stage of their new joint endeavor with 
Grajales and Ibáñez: Aconcagua’s unexplored Southwest Ridge.

The fourth man on the expedition was Francisco Ibáñez. He 
would be remembered in history as First Lieutenant Ibañez, but 
his friends called him ‘Paco’. Born in the province of San Juan and 
raised in Mendoza, he stood out not only because of his height 
(almost two meters) and ready smile but also because of his 
personal qualities. He was also a strong and committed sportsman 
and had geared his entire military career toward mountaineering. 
At the age of 25 he had already achieved some  classic ascents 
(Plata, Tolosa) and had summited Aconcagua five times by the 
Normal Route. One of these climbs had been achieved in a fairly 
unsporting way: Ibáñez rode to Puente del Inca on a mule, spent 
the night at Plaza de Mulas and the next day rode the mule to the 
very foot of La Canaleta (6,550 m). There he tied the poor animal 
to a rock, climbed to the top, returned, and rode down to Plaza 
de Mulas, where he slept a second night. On the third day, he 
rode the mule back to Puente del Inca, just in time for a bath and 
dinner.  What is certain is that, with or without a mule, Ibáñez was 
an expert climber. The previous year he had participated in the 
French expeditions to Fitz Roy and Aconcagua and in Argentina’s 
first official climbing expedition to a foreign country, summiting 
Illimani (6,400 m) and Huayna Potosi (6,200 m) in Bolivia.

Ibáñez had a decisive influence on Grajales’ life. Opening a new 
route on Aconcagua was a crucial move in the game of strategy 
they were both playing in their bid for Dhaulagiri. Grajales 
explained it thus in a letter to Crow:

The Argentine project planned for the Himalayas included 
the selection of, or familiarity with certain candidates 
for the expedition, which meant going on ice climbing 



courses and climbing Aconcagua over a lengthy stay at 
Plaza de Mulas. Ibáñez and I were toying with the idea of 
a new route on Aconcagua; an idea shared by Marmillod. 
In Buenos Aires Ibáñez decided with Frédéric that he and I 
would study the Southeast ridge and they would do the same 
with the Southwest ridge. When the course for the Himalayas 
candidates was over we met up with the Marmillods at Plaza 
de Mulas and shared our views; we admitted that, from what 
we had seen, the Southeast ridge was outside our realm of 
possibilities, while Marmillod held that the Southwest ridge 
was worth a try, there being no doubt in our minds that he 
had made an exhaustive study of the potential route.29

Such were the four personalities who came together in the middle of 
January 1953 at Plaza de Mulas. It was a veritable scene from another 
era: the old camp at Plaza de Mulas (in those days a few hundred 
meters away from the current one), a few Canadian-style tents at 
the foot of the imposing West Face; four weathered mountaineers, 
wearing thick duvet jackets and leather boots, gathered around 
the heat of a kerosene camp stove, discussing their adventures on 
recent excursions and the weather conditions over the coming days. 
They were undoubtedly anxious and focused on the undertaking 
of their chosen route: an unexplored route at an altitude of 6,000 m, 
with rock climbing sections and a glacier traverse. But they also 
knew they formed a strong, solid unit. Ibáñez and the Marmillods 
had become extremely fond of each other. In a radio interview, 
Dorly called Ibáñez “Argentine mountaineering’s great hope”. And 
Grajales, with his personality and a sense of humor that chased 
away the gloom and whose greatest joy was sharing an expedition 
with friends, contributed greatly to the harmony within the group.

29. Fernando Grajales, Letter to the North American researcher Pieter Crow.
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The Swiss-Cuyano team used mules to transport cargo up to a 
camp at 5,500 m, at the base of the rock walls of the West Face.
According to Marmillod’s account, they spent a whole day 
preparing the trail with picks so that Don Guajardo, the local 
guide who accompanied them, could make it to the camp with 
three pack mules.30 One of the mules took a tumble and fell fifty 
meters, but luckily was able to keep going and return to the valley.

Once installed in the camp, they spent January 19th reconnoitering 
a section of the access to the ridge. It was, according to Grajales, 
“the exploration of a section of the wall that concerned us greatly. 
We found a solution, returned to the camp to sleep and the next 
day left straight away, leaving the tents behind”.31

The four climbers had good load-carrying capacity: the Swiss 
because they were physically big, Ibáñez because he was physically 
big as well as being a workhorse, and Grajales because he was a 
workhorse through and through. But beyond the camp at 5,500 m, 
because of the altitude they chose not to carry a tent, just sleeping 
bags, mats and a four-person Zdarsky bivouac bag. On January 
20th, 1953 they had breakfast, closed the tents and began climbing, 
each carrying 15 kg backpacks. Frédéric Marmillod subsequently 
wrote an account of those days. The text is as precise as the 1953 
expedition itself, so is worth quoting extensively:

January 20th. The weather is good, but a cold wind is blowing 
with gusts from the northeast. We started out by following the 
base of the cliffs, going up and over a succession of rock bands 
and screes, heading toward the South ridge, two or three 
kilometers away. Halfway there, the mountain is bisected by 
a sizeable couloir that represents the “key” part of the ascent. 

30. According to Grajales, Guajardo was a friend of his and Plantamura’s nephew, and they only had one pack 
mule (Sandra Pien, “El señor del Aconcagua”, Soldados, July 1999, p. 5).
31. Sandra Pien, «El señor del Aconcagua», Soldados, July 1999, p. 5.



In effect, it would allow us to reach the upper part of the 
ridge, while avoiding the section between 6,000 and 6,600 
m, consisting of several insurmountable vertical towers of 
composite rock. To get to the base of the couloir first we had to 
tackle a 100 m high rock step that encircles that whole side of 
the mountain like a belt. It seemed it could possibly be climbed 
on the axis of the great couloir -during our reconnaissance the 
day before we had climbed part of this wall- but that day we 
wanted to save our strength and continued searching for a less 
arduous way through. Approaching the South Ridge we finally 
found a deep gully, partially filled with snow and ice, that we 
climbed until we came to the base of the first of the vertical 
towers on the ridge. We were very close and at an elevation 
of 6,009 m on the 1/50,000 map. Returning then to the north, 
we had to descend about 200 meters skirting a scree to get to 
the base of our couloir. The detour to the south had taken us 
many hours. It being late in the day, we decided to bivouac 
where we were, taking advantage of an overhanging rock that 
provided suitable shelter (5,700 m).

The next morning we tackled the couloir early, first by climbing up 
a slope on smooth rock and then on hard snow. After a few hundred 
meters the couloir narrowed to form a fast chute between two rock 
walls. We put on our crampons and continued to gain height at 
a good pace, in two roped teams of two. Further up, the ground 
opened out again. Little by little we were getting above the height of 
the towers on the ridge to our right. Finally we arrived at an open 
slope that ended in a vertical cliff. This cliff intersected the ridge to 
our right, but it dropped in height to the left. We headed diagonally 
to the far left of it. There, between a névé and the base of the cliff, we 
found a relatively good place to set up our second bivouac (6,400 m).
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During the night the weather worsened, and we frequently 
experienced  ice showers swept by a violent wind. Little by little 
the snow filtered into our sleeping bags, soaking everything. In the 
morning we laboriously extracted ourselves from our frozen shells. 
Good cheer was in short supply, and given the unpredictable weather, 
climbing up further wasn’t an option. We had to resign ourselves to 
waiting until the next day, a deadline dictated by our fuel and food 
supplies.  Luckily, the weather improved in the afternoon. The colors 
lighting up the sunset bode well, and lifted our spirits before facing 
the grim nighttime hours.

On the 23rd we set off at 7.30 a.m. under a serene sky, battling 
the ever- present strong and glacial wind. We followed the 
upper edge of the cliff, which turned out to be a secondary 
spur on the west flank, until it joined up with the South Ridge. 
(Probably at the 6,707 m mark on the 1/50,000 map). The sun 
shone in a cloudless sky and the wind gradually dropped: luck 
had bestowed on us a splendid day. The view stretched out 
as far as the eye could see, as if we were looking down from 
an airplane. From Cerro Mercedario to Cerro Tupungato, 
the mountains and glaciers of the Central Cordillera formed 
a long procession highlighted by a tapestry of low clouds. 
We continued the ascent to the main ridge, which we were 
to follow right to the summit. Contrary to expectations, the 
ridge  was quite wide and comfortable, with snow-covered 
areas alternating with rocks and loose stones. There was only 
one part that we found fairly precarious, a small passageway 
through very unstable rocks. As we climbed, time and again 
we were in awe of the views of the South Face, its precipice 
falling away beneath our feet. At 5 p.m. we all reached the  
South Summit of Aconcagua (6,930 m), where we found an 
ice axe, left there six years before by T. Kopp and L. Herold, 
protruding from a small cairn, solitary and intact. I exchanged 



it for mine, without suspecting that a few days later mine in 
turn would be brought down by a Japanese expedition - who, 
like the Germans, had climbed by the northern route -. We 
wrote our names in the summit notebook, which had not 
recorded any climbers since the first ascent, and we deposited 
two banners, Argentine and Swiss, in the container.

We headed off in a northerly direction, and found that on 
the first part of the ridge, which was fairly narrow, dangerous 
snow cornices had formed and we had to skirt around them 
on the left. After two hundred meters the ridge became 
straightforward and we were able to coil our ropes over our 
backpacks for the last time. We passed by the famous guanaco 
skeleton, whose discovery at this altitude had astonished Kopp 
and his climbing partner in 1949. Ibáñez cut off one of its 
legs as a keepsake. It seems to me that the ridge joining the 
two summits should be named “Guanaco Ridge”! The North 
Summit, now very close to us, seemed to greet us like a friend 
from across the street. We would have liked to answer its call 
and thus add the finishing touches to our expedition, but time 
was running out, and spending another night out in the open 
was definitely not in our plans. We turned a blind eye and 
began our descent towards the now familiar couloir. At nine 
o’clock in the evening, out of the darkness emerged the outline 
of the ‘General Juan Perón’, a small refuge where we took 
shelter before descending the next day to Plaza de Mulas.32

32. Victor Ostrowski, Más alto que los cóndores. Sobre los techos de los cerros Mercedario, Ramada, Alma Negra, 
La Mesa y Aconcagua. Buenos Aires, Albatros, 1954, pp. 317-322.  We owe the detailed account of these days 
to two leading figures in the history of Aconcagua. Firstly, to Victor Ostrowski who -not content with opening 
the first difficulty route on Aconcagua (he was one of the mountaineers who climbed and named the Glaciar de 
los Polacos), writing a book about it that became a school text in Poland and participating in grim World War 
II- published a second edition, 20 years later, at the request of his Argentine friends (among them the Mendocino 
J. Finó). Ostrowski tracked down photos and testimonials and updated all the information. Secondly, another 
gentleman mountaineer collaborated with this edition: Frédéric Marmillod sent Ostrowski an account of his 
expedition to the Southwest ridge. Ostrowski called the Marmillod-Ibáñez-Grajales route “splendid and daring”.
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The guanaco skeleton Marmillod mentioned was discovered by 
the Germans Kopp and Herold who were the first to have traversed 
the ridge (or were the first that we know of to have recorded it). In 
1947 the two mountaineers climbed the Normal Route, but when 
they reached the ridge between the two peaks they headed for the 
then unexplored South Summit where they left the aforementioned 
ice axe. The guanaco bones found at almost 7,000 m caught the 
attention of the Germans, as these animals do not climb to this 
altitude of their own accord. There is no vegetation on the ridge 
that could have enticed it there and the guanaco had not been 
preserved as bodies usually are when exposed to high altitude and 
dryness. One hypothesis is that the skeleton proves the presence 
of human beings (perhaps Incas) who could have led the animal 
there, centuries before European exploration.33

But returning to the Marmillod-Ibáñez-Grajales expedition; the 
Southwest Ridge route, with its starting point on Aconcagua’s West 
Face, presented all the challenges of an unexplored 6,000 m route. 
Until then Aconcagua had only one alternative to the Normal 
Route: the Polish Glacier. But for all its major hurdles, the Swiss-
Cuyano group opened the new route in a way that wouldn’t be out 
of step with modern sporting and esthetic criteria. The traverse 
of the Southwest Ridge was completed in just a few days and with 
little equipment, in contrast to the cumbersome expedition style 
of the time (large base camps, porters and a mass of climbing 
equipment). The group achieved a first ascent of the Southwest 
Ridge leading to the  South Summit of Aconcagua, being slightly 
lower than the North (main) Summit. They could have made the 
entire ascent, which did not look difficult, but Ibáñez, who was 
more familiar with the mountain, managed to restrain the others 
33. Grajales was always interested in this possibility, which became more relevant with the subsequent discoveries 
of the mummy of a child and an Inca-style burial site. These important ancient relics were discovered in 1985 by 
mountaineers who were walking along the ridge of Cerro Pirámide, one of the access routes to the summit. They 
are currently preserved in Mendoza.



FROM LEFT TO RIGHT; Fernando Grajales, wearing his usual alpargatas,  
Paco Ibáñez, Dorly and Frederic Marmillod at Plaza de Mulas base camp. 



who were hankering for the summit and made them see reason. 
They prioritized safety and descended to the refuge.

While Marmillod’s chronicle fits the stereotype of Swiss precision 
in its attention to detail and accuracy (although Marmillod’s 
cheerful personality and ability to cope well with uncertainty are 
apparent), Grajales’ narrative, on the other hand, reveals the full 
extent of his humanistic vision -the Latin stereotype- of the climb:

“The Marmillods proved to be exceptional companions both 
on a personal and a professional level. When we reached the 
final ridge leading to the South Summit, Ibáñez and I, roped 
together, had chosen to walk on the rocks immediately below the 
snow covered ridge, assuming there was a dangerous cornice 
on the crest, while Fredy and Dorly followed the ridge itself. I 
signalled to Ibáñez and we stopped to wait for them. We were 
about thirty paces apart; when they were level with us, I asked 
him “Why are you going that way?” Fredy answered with a 
smile... “we said we’d follow the ridge, didn’t we Fernando?” I 
was stunned; Ibáñez and I exchanged glances and went to join 
them.  Fredy never overlooked such an important detail as 
this. I was only 28 years old and, like a child, what he taught 
me is forever engraved on my memory”.34

34. 34. Fernando Grajales, Letter to North American researcher Pieter Crow. Mabel Abad de Grajales remembers 
Fernando saying that, halfway up the ascent to the ridge, he saw Dorly sewing something during a break. 
Surprised, he asked her what she was doing and she answered: “I’m darning some of Fredy’s socks”; every time 
Fernando recounted this anecdote he’d say: “She didn’t overlook any details either!” (Mabel Abad de Grajales; 
Author, personal communication).
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LETTER TO PIETER CROW 
DATE AND ADDRESS 

Dear Mr. Crow, 
I appreciate your letter and am very glad 

that you are looking after the Marmillods; 
they will forever hold a very special place 
in memory because of their humanity and 

their sporting spirit. To have met them 
and enjoyed their company and later their 
friendship, has been an important part 

of my life, I am already 58 years old and 
beginning to take stock. 

I am worried about the time I have to write to 
you, tomorrow I am leaving to accompany a 
trek to the South Face of Aconcagua, I am now 
starting to make a living from climbing and 

it is high season; some of the matters in your 
letter I will pass on to other people who will be 
able to inform you better than myself. 

Your questions: 1
In January 1952 I had been invited to Aconcagua 
by a married couple by the surname of 

López Barbosa, and Mr. Bernardo Razquin, a 
meteorology expert. The four of us had gone up to 
the Plantamura refuge at 6,000 meters, a day’s hike 

from Plaza de Mulas. Once there, my companions 
started to feel very ill and decided they should go down. They set out the next day and, giving 
in to my pleas, left me on my own in the refuge, intending to make a summit attempt the 
next day.
The wind roared all day and all night and I hadn’t drunk enough fluids. The camp stove had 
been ruined and with much effort I managed to make tea, with some candles that I found in 
the refuge. I fell asleep and woke up late. It was eight o’clock in the morning, the day was clear 
and the wind had died down. Making tea with the candles would have taken me a long time; 
I ate half of a lemon that I had on me and the other half I carefully saved for my return.[...]
While I was on the summit, it became overcast and started to snow, and I began the descent 
with only one thing in mind: the candles and the half lemon. When I arrived at the Plantamura 
refuge I opened the double doors and was stunned. My things were gone and on the right as 
I went in, were two perfectly assembled backpacks and in the middle of the refuge, a paper 
weighted with a stone. The note said: “Fernando,
we are looking for a missing person, we are taking your things down to help you out. We’ll 
make camp at Portezuelo del Manso, we’ll wait for you”. I anxiously looked at the two small 
backpacks. In a side pocket were some slight bulges...I opened the pocket, took out some 
things, reached in and... right at the bottom, two lemons. I took one out, thought about it 
and thought some more, then ate it. Who could those two small, clean and perfectly packed 
backpacks belong to? Well, the owners had to be at Plaza de Mulas and I owed them an 
explanation. 
At the Portezuelo del Manso I shouted my head off and found no campsite. It was snowing 
heavily. I arrived at Plaza de Mulas with an hour of daylight to spare and my arrival was met 
with the usual creature comforts.
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The Cuyanos Francisco Ibáñez and Fernando Grajales were the 
first Argentines to open a new, technically difficult route, on 
the highest mountain in the world outside the Himalayas. Thus 
their names are engraved in the history of mountaineering, 
and the Marmillod-Ibáñez-Grajales route with the toponymy 
of Aconcagua. In addition, a couloir in the high regions of the 
west face of the mountain is named after the first Mendocino 
who explored that terrain: Canaleta Grajales . It wasn’t until 
1979, that is to say 24 years later, that a mountaineering team of 
three Basques (Erro, Hugas and Zabaleta) would again climb the 
Southwest ridge route and make it to the main summit. 

As with most of Grajales’ expeditions, the one in 1953 resulted in 
a lifelong friendship with his companions. The Marmillods spent 
the rest of their lives climbing mountains together, in the Andes 
and their native Alps. They had four daughters, each born in a 
different Latin American country (Mexico, Venezuela, Peru and 
Argentina), and passed on to them their love of mountains and 
fondness for good friends.

In 1978, when Fredy was 69 years old, the Marmillods left their 
home in Survigne to climb the Dent d’Herens mountain in the 
Alps, before embarking on a trip to Buenos Aires and Santiago 
de Chile to visit friends. But days passed and the couple didn’t 
answer their daughters’ phone calls. A group of family and friends 
quickly traveled to the Italian town of Aosta, from where they 
had set out on their trip, and where they found the couple’s car.  
A rescue operation immediately scoured the area by helicopter 
and found the bodies of Dorly and Fredy frozen on the glacier. 
They were attached to their picks and had their crampons on. 
They died together doing what they loved best.
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lesA few days later, a package arrived at the Marmillod’s house in 
Switzerland: it was the sculpture of a marmot that Fredy had 
secretly commissioned for his wife. The statue of this emblematic 
Alpine creature was placed in their garden, facing the mountains, 
where it still remains.

- ¶ -
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Chapter IV 
FIRST STEPS ON  

A LONG JOURNEY 

 Preparations for Dhaulagiri
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CERRO NIEVEROS
After achieving the milestone of the Southwest Ridge, the two 
cuyanos took advantage of the momentum and formed a roped 
team for several interesting expeditions. Grajales had already 
criss-crossed the northern end of the Cordón del Plata (when he 
made the second ascent of Cerro Blanco) and had also explored 
the hidden mountains of the Cordón de la Jaula. In April, 1953, to 
cap off an impeccable trilogy, he and Paco Ibañez made the first 
ascent of Cerro Nieveros, in the southern region of the Cordón 
del Plata chain.

The name of this mountain refers to the fact that in the 19th 
century,  ‘neveros’ extracted ice from its snow fields which was 
then transported to Mendoza to be sold for domestic use. The 
mountain -also known as Limón- has an extensive glacier on its 
southeast face, which is accessed via the Pampa de las Carreras 
(the high plain that extends between Potrerillos and Tupungato). 
Grajales and Ibáñez hiked in through Estancia Palma, traversed 
the glacier and became the first to reach the 5,300 m high summit.

The treks and climbs that Grajales carried out on all these 
mountains represent a fundamental stage of his career. They may 
not have been as dazzling as the Dhaulagiri campaign and the 
Southwest ridge expedition, or the trips up north, but they are 
remarkable for several reasons: they were genuine “old school” 
explorations, no helicopters or communications (the climbers 
lied about their return dates by adding on a few days, so that their 
families wouldn’t worry). And the motivation to do something 
new was in the air.

While Grajales and Ibáñez were climbing Cerro Nieveros,  
a few kilometers away a group of Mendocinos reached the summit  

He had a very special personality.   

He was obsessive about his ideas and would 

pursue, develop and put them into practice, 

while avoiding obstacles of every kind.   

He was a born battler and  

a friend to his friends 

 

Rudy Parra3636 

36. Rudy Parra, Mis recuerdos de Fernando Grajales, Testimonial sent to Mabel Abad de Grajales.

“

”
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 THE BIG CITY
In May 1953, Grajales moved to Buenos Aires to work with Ibáñez 
on the preliminaries for the Dhaulagiri expedition. As preparations 
began there was an inspiring piece of news: on May 29th, 1953, two 
men shook hands on the pinnacle of the planet, the summit of Mt. 
Everest. The New Zealander Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing 
Norgay proved something that many until then had doubted; that 
humans could reach an altitude of 8,848 m using bottled oxygen 
and return to camp alive. The feat had important repercussions 
throughout the world.
While he was busy setting up the enormous logistics required 
for the trip to Nepal, Fernando was staying in a boarding house 
near the Argentine Sports Confederation, on Pellegrini street. 
He received a small salary, but when he was offered a raise he 
turned it down, as he only needed to pay for “accommodation, 
food and transport”. However, in order to stay physically fit he did 
accept free membership to a club, and chose L’Aviron, in Tigre, 
to practice rowing. Fernando believed that rowing was one of 
the most comprehensive sports; one he was not able to practise 
in Mendoza because of the expense. Every Sunday he would go 
to the club to row and on the way back, he would drop in to the 
Marmillods in La Lucila. Dorly and Fredy Marmillod would wait 
for him with a cheese fondue for the three of them. Fernando 
recalled that the couple’s daughters, already in their pajamas, 
would peep out from the stairway to spy on him.36 After dinner, 
Fredy would say, “Do you know what the decadent Swiss do?,” 
and he would dunk his bread in kirsch. Fernando would do the 
same. Grajales, laughingly recalled that “on my way back to the 
city center, flushed with alcohol, at midnight, in winter, I would 
open the train window to the protests of the other passengers”.37

36. Years later, one of them, Francoise, wrote to Mabel Abad de Grajales: “I remember ‘Fernanditou’s’ visits. They 
gave each other a bear hug every time they met”. (Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication).
37. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.

of the last unclimbed 6,000 m mountain in the Mendoza range. 
Cerro Negro, also known as Pabellón, at around 6,100 m 
(measurements vary), is the highest in the Frontal Cordillera 
(which includes the Plata, Jaula, Portillo and Tigre mountain 
chains). The silhouette of the twin peaks of the Negro Pabellón 
mountain can be seen clearly from Mendoza city and the Uco 
Valley.

Fernando Grajales had made an attempt to climb Negro Pabellón, 
but had not found a practicable route. It was Andres García, 
Antonio Almécija, Dante Maniero and Dante Bañón who finally 
achieved the first ascent. Thanks to a muleteer who provided them 
with accurate information, they came across a hidden gorge that 
led them to the upper slopes of the mountain and from there to 
the top.

In the province of Mendoza, there are seven 6,000 m peaks: 
Aconcagua,Tupungato, Nevado del Plomo, Marmolejo, Mesón San 
Juan or Nevado de los Piuquenes, San Juan or Alto, and Negro or 
Pabellón. The Juncal, Polleras and Plata mountains have an altitude of 
more than 6,000 m in official Argentine cartography, but more up to 
date and internationally accepted satellite measurements place them 
just below the 6,000 m mark. However, even including these last three 
peaks, of the ten highest mountains in Mendoza, only Cerro Negro 
Pabellón was first climbed by Mendocinos. All the other firsts were 
achieved by foreign mountaineers, mainly European.
And so, while Andrés García was climbing Cerro Negro on 
April 3rd, Fernando Grajales set out for Cerro Nieveros and 
summited on April 7th. Although the two mountaineers had yet 
to meet each other, they were to go in parallel directions where 
Andean exploration was concerned. Decades later they would be 
counterparts in the provision of logistics services.
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But the two Cuyanos were already focusing more on the difficulty 
and esthetic elements of their climbs (a more Alpine style) and 
they decided to separate from the expedition and go a different 
way: a route that, while not reaching the main summit, was the 
first ascent of the eastern summit (5,800 m), known from then on 
as Pico Ibáñez. Ibáñez and Grajales accomplished this climb on 
their own.

In the ‘50s, this area was not familiar to mountaineers, but science 
was already aware of its archaeological wealth: on Nevado de 
Chañi there are more than ten sites connected to the Inca empire’s 
road network. On this mountain, in 1905, the mummified body 
of a child was discovered, who, according to an excellent article by 
the archaeologist and mountaineer Christian Vitry, was “the first 
archaeological find of its kind in the Andes”.40

Fernando Grajales was an avid collector of books and information
on Inca ruins in the Andes. It is easy to imagine how he felt 
starting out on the climb... leaving behind the hustle and bustle of 
the camp and, with his climbing partner beside him, entering the 
vastness of the Puna, to open a new route surrounded by the arid 
beauty of the high deserts, in a landscape that five hundred years 
earlier other travelers had considered sacred.

In sporting terms, Chañi was an exceptional undertaking. 
Decades later, the difficulty of its walls would attract world class 
rock climbers. In 1965, the Italian-Argentine Cesarino Fava (who 
accompanied Toni Egger and Cesare Maestri on their famous 
foray to Cerro Torre) led an expedition that opened the first route 
on the north face of the main summit and then traversed across 
to Pico Ibañez.
40. Christian Vitry, Caminos rituales y montañas sagradas. Estudio de la vialidad Inka en adoratorios de altura del 
norte argentino. Retrieved 30/08/2014, from http://www.maam.gob.ar/files/pdf/pdf_plumero/27/1.pdf

Fernando’s social life also revolved around his friend Tamaro 
Rizzuto. At a party at the Italian’s house, he met music student 
Beatriz Diaz. “I arrived thinking it was a small gathering, but 
the house was full of people and I found out that the group of 
Mendocinos had arrived”, Beatriz relates. The two began going 
on rowing trips to the Tigre area of Buenos Aires, exploring the 
rivers of the Delta together. “We took turns rowing. Fernando 
was always very prompt and precise. He would say to me ‘thirty 
minutes for me, thirty minutes for you’, and that’s how we did it. 
We would each row for half an hour on the dot.38

The relationship and preparations for the trip progressed 
simultaneously for several months. Beatriz experienced first hand 
the hectic preliminary stages of the expedition and even knitted 
some woollen gloves that Grajales wore on Dhaulagiri. “Fernando 
and Ibáñez worked closely together. Ibáñez never paid: he would 
buy, buy, buy, and sign; then Fernando, who was the one who knew 
how much things cost, would go and record everything and pay”.39 
On his return from the Himalayas trip, the relationship between 
Fernando and Beatriz would evolve into  courtship and, shortly 
afterwards, in a marriage that would last thirteen years.

NEVADO DE CHAÑI
Once again Paco Ibáñez and Fernando Grajales formed a roped 
team and set off with a large expedition of Italian and Argentine 
mountaineers to the Puna region of Jujuy province, in the north 
of Argentina. There the group was to approach the isolated 
Nevado de Chañi, a 5,950 m peak (6,200 m according to official 
cartography), via the normal route. 

38. Beatriz Díaz, Interview with the author, 2009.
39. Beatriz Díaz, Interview with the author, 2009.
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CERRO MERCEDARIO
For Grajales and Ibáñez , the harsh winter of 1953 did not hinder 
the process of preparing for Dhaulagiri. Ibáñez wanted to attempt 
the first winter ascent of Aconcagua, and familiar though he 
was with the terrain (in fact, during the summer he had already 
deposited food and fuel at altitude), he had to change his plans 
due to an intrigue of monumental proportions.

Emiliano Huerta, an army major, had also intended to make the 
first winter ascent of the great mountain. In order to guarantee 
his exclusivity, Huerta forbade entry to any other expeditions. 
According to accounts by civilian mountaineers at the time, the 
major went so far as to stop a train with a group of CAM members 
aboard all kitted out in down clothing hand-made by their mothers 
and wives.

Aconcagua at that time was controlled by the military, so 
an undertaking by a non-commissioned officer like Ibáñez, 
notwithstanding his experience, stood little chance against that 
of a high ranking officer like Huerta. So Huerta achieved his goal 
of going down in history as leader of the first winter ascent of 
Aconcagua, and Ibáñez y Grajales were forced to choose another 
challenge: they left for San Juan to attempt the first winter ascent 
of Cerro Mercedario.
Weather conditions during the winter of 1953 were not conducive 
to being in the mountains, and, with a snowstorm that lasted 
five days, is remembered by many as one of the most severe in 
decades. On August 20th, an expedition of seven climbers (one of 
whom was Miguel Gil, who a year later would join the expedition 
to Dhaulagiri) that had managed to circumvent Huerta’s ban, was 
camped in a structure tent at the junction of the Vacas and Del 
Relincho gorges, en route to the Polish Glacier. The group had 

In 1985, Jorge Abel Tarditti, a seasoned rock climber from Córdoba 
and with difficult climbs to his credit (South Face of Aconcagua, 
Fitz Roy, ascents in the Himalayas and in Europe), opened a 
new route on Chañi’s south face. Tarditti was unaware that an 
unexpected discovery was to add to the excitement of summiting. 
In his account of the climb he writes: “I reached Chañi’s south 
summit at noon on a Saturday. I was overjoyed with my success. 
But I didn’t know that soon I would be even more so”. Tarditti was 
referring to finding an old sardine tin with a note inside it from 
Ibáñez and Grajales as proof that they had summited.41

In 2009, the Basque brothers Iker and Eneko Pou, who were 
high-flyers on the international climbing scene, spent a month in 
the Chañi massif. Together with their fellow countryman Jabier 
Baraiazarra, they opened a route on Pico Ibañez (Gure Etxea, 
850 m, 60º) and another three on neighboring peaks. The most 
thrilling was the ascent of Chañi Chico via the Marcados route on 
Chañi. It comprised a 600 m high big-wall, at an 85º angle, and the 
new-routers described it in the following way:

It can be described as a very technical, exposed, preserved, difficult 
line and at altitude (always above 5,000 m), so it is undoubtedly the 
best mixed and ice line that we have climbed in our entire lives.
In a word: excellent.42

41. “Hallan en la cumbre del Chañi un testimonio de histórica ascensión”.Tiempo Argentino (Buenos Aires), 
September 11th, 1985, p. 9 Grajales and Ibáñez left a note that the wife of the latter had written at base camp. After 
the ascent, Tarditti gave Fernando Grajales a copy of the note.
42. Iker Pou and Eneko Pou, Objetivo cumplido: nueva vía a la sur del Chañi Chico, retrieved March 2010, from 
http://pouanaiak.com/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=25%3Aobjetivocumplido-new-
trip-to-south-of-chani-chico&catid=38%3New-project&Itemid=11&lang=en
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In the middle of July of this fierce winter, in San Juan province, 
Ibáñez, Grajales and a group of Italians embarked on the first 
winter ascent of Cerro Mercedario. Located in the Cordón de la 
Ramada, Mercedario is the second highest peak in the Central Andes.
In Argentine cartography it stands at 6,770 m, but other sources 
place it at 7,720 m or 7,700 m.44

The prevailing bad weather conditions struck while the group was 
camped at high altitude, not a good place to be caught in a storm. 
One night, a whiteout blizzard destroyed the tent that Grajales 
and Ibáñez were sharing. As they clung onto the shreds of fabric as 
best they could, the two friends thought their time had come and 
even said their goodbyes. “Too bad we couldn’t go to Dhaulagiri,” 
they said to one another.45 But at last the sun came out once again 
and everyone descended to the lowlands unharmed. Ibáñez was 
even sent immediately to San Carlos to take part in the rescue 
operation for the lost soldiers at Laguna del Diamante.46

 
- ¶ -

44. John Biggar, The Andes: A Guide for Climbers, Galloway, Andes Editions, 2005, p. 279. 
45. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication. 
46. Miguel Anfuso, Laguna del Diamante –“aquel trágico agosto del 53”, retrieved 5/10/2014, from http://miguel-
anfuso.blogspot.com/2014/02/laguna-del-diamante-aquel-tragico.html

been enduring the storm for three days and were hunkered down, 
weathering the wind and snow. They had been badly shaken by 
an avalanche that “came close”, and as they were recovering, they 
watched in amazement as a torrent of water began to flood the 
tent until it “turned into a bathtub with half a meter of water, 
whose temperature is best forgotten”.43 What had happened was 
that the avalanche had blocked a riverbed, forming a dam that 
flooded the nearby area. The tent’s occupants couldn’t get out and 
ended up assembling a precarious net made of ropes inside the 
tent, on which they spent the night suspended. Not surprisingly, 
that was where their climb ended.

Those same storms also caused one of the worst tragedies ever 
recorded in Mendoza’s Cordillera. At Laguna del Diamante, a 
lagoon in the district of San Carlos, an army unit was performing 
maneuvers at the foot of the Maipo volcano. The officers in charge, 
ignoring the warnings of the local guides, who had predicted bad 
weather, kept the troops at an altitude of over 3,000 m and a long 
way from any of the mountain refuges. The storm broke with a 
whiteout blizzard and intense snowfalls, and only a small advance 
party was able to avoid the deadly trap. The rest of the patrol went 
in the wrong direction, making the situation worse. In the total 
confusion unleashed by the storm and during the rescue attempt, 
twenty three people died, including soldiers, guides, gendarmes 
and staff who were in the Cuyo University’s refuge. 

43.Héctor Edelberg and Enrique Lameu, Los siete náufragos del Aconcagua, retrieved 10/25/2014, from http://
culturademontania.com.ar/History/HIS_sietenaufragos-aconcagua.htm
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Chapter V 
THE HIMALAYAN DREAM  

 Dhaulagiri via the 
Pear Buttress Route

Fernando’s neat notebook where he recorded all the logistics of the expedition to Dhaulagiri and the payments made to porters.
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THE DHAULAGIRI ELEVEN
One of the most eloquent photographs of the ‘Presidente Perón 
First Argentine Expedition to the Himalayas’ (the official name 
leaves no doubt as to who paid for the trip) shows the eleven 
participants during the preparatory stage. Second Lieutenant 
Ibáñez, in the center of the image, with a topographic chart on the 
desk, looks charismatic . But despite the patriotic solemnity he 
tries to convey, the photo hints at the other side of the coin: high-
spirited young people, buoyantly anticipating their upcoming 
adventure. And then there’s Busquets’ secret agent pose -thin 
moustache and fists resting on the desk - and Grajales’ irrepressible 
smile! The adventure on which they were about to embark, for 
six months in strange lands, was to change all their lives, both in 
terms of the importance of their achievement and the harrowing 
death of their team leader.

In order to weigh up the Dhaulagiri venture, once again we do 
well to compare the context of 1954 to the present day. More than 
60 years later, it is a different world.  Back then the news of the 
ascent of Everest was still a sensation and there were many more 
8,000 meter virgin peaks. A Himalayan adventure undertaken 
from this side of the Atlantic was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. 
It involved being absent for almost six months, traveling halfway 
around the world, acquiring equipment, hiring hundreds of 
porters and organizing the tremendous logistics of a 300-person 
expedition on foot. And even if this whole programmable facet of 
the expedition worked like clockwork, if the weather was favorable 
and if the group operated as a team, only then would the greatest 
challenge emerge: the enigma of the last stage, in uncharted and 
unclimbed territory, at an altitude of more than 8,000 m.

I can’t think back to the moment I received  

the note informing me that I’d been included 

without getting emotional; when I read the list of 

the colleagues that had won a place alongside me 

I was pleased, because they all possessed, without 

exception, the prerequisites for ensuring the successful 

outcome of this arduous venture. Their names stand 

as veritable milestones in the history of  

the development of our mountain sport. Let us not 

forget the honorable goals that were achieved  

in the Cordillera by men like thirty year-old 

Fernando Grajales, who, born in Mendoza,  

had had a vocation for mountaineering  

since childhood?”

 
Alfredo E. Magnani4748 

47. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en los Himalayas, p. 104.

“

”
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The group was made up of Francisco Ibáñez from San Juan; 
the Mendocinos Fernando Grajales, Alfredo Magnani, Miguel 
Gil, Antonio Ruiz Beramendi, Jorge Iñarra Iraegui and Horacio 
Benavídez; Felipe Godoy from Entre Ríos; the Chilean Roberto 
Busquets; and two Europeans who had become naturalized 
Argentine citizens, Gerardo Watzl (Austrian) and Dinko 
Bertoncelj (Yugoslavian).

Fernando Grajales played a key role throughout the expedition, 
and a strategic one. He spent a year in Buenos Aires working 
collaboratively on organizing the expedition (purchases, custom-
made equipment, food, communications, tickets and diplomacy). 
During the expedition itself he was Ibáñez’s aide-de-camp and led 
part of the approach. He established and was in charge of Camp 
III, from where the final stage was mounted. On his return to 
Argentina he spent another year in Buenos Aires sorting out the 
finances and paying bills.

Alfredo Magnani, a 23 year-old lawyer from Mendoza, was the
youngest of the group and had two major tasks. The main one was 
to be one of the technical climbers: he was part of the roped team 
that attempted the summit and for many years held the altitude 
record for a Latin American. In addition, he took it upon himself 
to record and write a memoir of the expedition in two books, 
‘Mendocinos en los Himalayas’ and ‘Argentinos al Himalaya’.  He 
and Grajales were good friends and over the years they shared 
many expeditions and journeys. Alfredo Magnani passed away in 
2010, after having lived a full and active life during which he held 
public office as a lawyer, instigated the creation of the Aconcagua 
and Tupungato nature reserves, climbed many mountains and 
found time to publish various books and articles.

The scant information they had about Dhaulagiri at the time 
had been gleaned from two European groups that had been to 
the area: the French expedition led by Herzog, who decided 
to change his plans due to the difficulty of the route and went 
instead to Annapurna; and a Swiss expedition in 1953 that had 
surveyed the lower part of the route that the Argentines were to 
attempt. The first ascent to the summit would be made by a Swiss 
expedition in 1960, via a different route.48

Nowadays, commercial expeditions to these big mountains 
charge their clients anything between U$S 40,000 and U$S 
100,000 to handle absolutely everything: processing and payment 
of the climbing permit, installing fixed ropes on the ascent route 
and laying aluminum bridges over crevasses, setting up tents at 
altitude, oxygen, Sherpas, base camps with cooks and Internet 
and, of course, expert guides with
several summits to their credit. Helicopters are an integral part 
of logistics. However, all this paraphernalia doesn’t make the 
tallest mountains in the world lower even by a meter, and the 
rules of play in extreme environments still apply. In May 2014, a 
tragedy highlighted the risks inherent in the activity and to the 
region: an avalanche on the Khumbu Glacier (Nepalese route to 
Everest) caused the death of sixteen Sherpas who were working 
on preparing the route. 
The personalities of the eleven mountaineers facing the 
Dhaulagiri challenge in 1954 were very diverse, carefully chosen 
by Francisco Ibáñez according to the role they were to be assigned 
on the mountain. 

48. Half a century later - in 2006 - 233 expeditions to Dhaulagiri had already seen completion. A total of 1,533 
climbers had been higher than base camp. However its popularity was less than that of its largest neighbor, Mt. 
Everest: between 1950 and 2006, 1,015 expeditions had attempted the summit and 7,928 people had climbed 
higher than base camp (Richard Salisbury and Elizabeth Hawley, The Himalayas by the numbers. A Statistical 
Analysis of Mountaineering in the Nepal Himalaya, retrieved 02/15/2011, from http://www.himalayandatabase.
com/hbn2011.html). Of the total number of summits achieved on Everest, 80% have occurred between  
2000-2014.
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Gerardo Watzl, a naturalized Argentine from Austria, together 
with Magnani and two Sherpas, made up the team that was to 
attempt the summit. Magnani, his climbing partner, described 
him as an experienced climber with impeccable technique. Watzl 
had been an officer in the Austrian Mountain Troops during 
World War II and had taken part in the attack on Russia. He was 
32 years-old when he went to the Himalayas.

The Yugoslav Dinko Bertoncelj was another former World War 
II soldier who had sought refuge in Argentina in order to put the 
horrors of armed conflict behind him. Ten years younger than 
Watzl, he was an expert skier. Bertoncelj still lives in Bariloche 
and is a member of the local mountaineering community.

The 30 year-old Chilean Roberto Busquets, was the only foreign 
climber
to be included in the group. He had been selected at the request 
of several of the Mendocinos who were friends of his. ‘Roto’ 
Busquets, as he was nicknamed during the expedition, displayed 
unfailing good humor and ingenuity. He played a leading role 
in the dangerous descent from 7,000 m with Ibáñez, who was 
crippled by severe frostbite. He died in 2012, in Santiago de Chile, 
having retired after a long and prestigious career as a firefighter.

All had mountaineering experience and some had already 
crossed paths on previous ascents. Godoy had been a member of 
the group that achieved the first winter ascent of Aconcagua, as 
well as expeditions to the Polleras and Tupungato mountains. Gil 
had been responsible for the first-ever radio transmission made 
from Aconcagua, at 6,400 m. Magnani was one of the pioneers of 
mountaineering in Argentina and had just finished -like Ibáñez- 
a three-month course at the Chamonix Mountain Guide School. 

Miguel Gil was a teacher with a passion for mechanics, and even 
in old age his memory was as sound as his Ford Falcon, his old 
passport or the indestructible kitchen blender he bought on the trip. 
On the Dhaulagiri expedition he was in charge of  communications: 
he picked up the weather reports that allowed them to forward 
plan every stage, received news from around the world and
sent messages to Argentina. Miguel was also the payador of 
the group: he composed songs inspired by recent events on the 
expedition and sang them in the camps. When interviewed, he 
cheerfully recalled his adventures as a radio operator, but broke 
down in tears when remembering the death of Ibáñez. He died in 
2020 at the age of 92. 
His companions describe Mendocino doctor Antonio Ruiz 
Beramendi, 32, as a generous man who, after a day’s trek, would set 
about taking care of companions and strangers alike, examining 
and giving medical advice to the Sherpas who came to see him. 
Ruiz Beramendi worked tirelessly during the high altitude stage, 
when he attended to the cases of frostbite and other medical 
problems the group had. In addition, he was in charge of caring 
for Ibáñez on their return trip, in a race against time.
The Mendocino architect Jorge Iñarra Iraegui, 28 years-old at 
the time, was the group photographer and cameraman. Horacio 
Benavídez, also from Mendoza, had strategic responsibility for 
the catering throughout the expedition. This duty earned him the 
nickname of ‘Mamá Benavídez’ and the utter admiration of his 
companions.
The serviceman from Entre Ríos, Felipe Godoy, had a very delicate 
task: in addition to opening roads and building bridges during 
the approach to the mountain, he had to carry a backpack full 
of explosives, to 7,200 m, and detonate an icy slope in order to 
prepare the platforms for Camp VI. The installation of this camp 
made the summit attempt possible.
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English pilots, war veterans, who had boughta plane 
similar to a Douglas DC3, transported all our gear, with 
the packing already removed, in two or three flights, to 
Pokhara, which is the second most important city in Nepal.  
We spent a few days there organizing ourselves: we had to 
trek 170 kilometers into the mountains, going up and down, 
surrounded by spectacular beauty, to reach our base camp. 
For the first stage we used ponies to carry the loads, till we 
got to a town called Beni, four days away from Pokhara. In 
Beni we hired 300 coolies, that is to say porters. Each of them 
carried 30 kilos on their backs. We were divided into two 
groups, one of which Ibáñez was in charge of and the other 
myself, with a day’s difference between groups.50 

Grajales immersed himself in the extraordinary world that 
revealed itself to him with every step he took in Asia. The customs, 
idiosyncrasies and belief systems of India and Nepal left their mark 
on the young man from Mendoza and molded his personality.

In Nepal I felt that I was in the land of smiles. I felt that what is 
simple approaches what is good. This has to do with the growth, the 
convictions and the spiritual beliefs of the people. The most widely 
and commonly used word is religion. Religion is a path. For me they 
are all valid, it has to do with the concerns that a particular person 
may have regarding the big issues.51

50. Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper.
51. Susana Vargas, «Los Grajales, un clan que cultiva la moral de la montaña», Los Andes (Mendoza), June 8th, 
2003, Front page - ‘Society’ section.

The naturalized Europeans contributed their Alpine experience 
and several seasons in the Andes.

The Argentine government financed the expedition and paid the 
participants a salary for the duration. It had been mentioned that, 
once the trip was over, Perón would give each of them a brand 
new vehicle. Grajales intended not to accept this gift but instead to 
ask for some land in Patagonia to raise sheep, despite the fact that 
“I didn’t know a thing about it, but I was planning to learn”.4949 
The reality was that in the end there was neither gift nor subsidy 
for any of them.

NEPAL, THE COUNTRY OF SMILES
The first group members left Buenos Aires on January 27th, 1954. 
They staggered their departure because they still needed to buy 
equipment in Europe (cameras, etc.): some would travel light 
in order to stock up and others would have the responsibility of 
transporting all the heavy luggage across the globe to the heart 
of Asia. Magnani and Watzl (who would end up being the roped 
team that attempted the summit) were the first to leave.

It wasn’t until March 5th that they all met up in the Indian city of
Nautanwa. Years later, Grajales described the trip thus:

In Buenos Aires we dispatched, roughly speaking, twelve tonnes of 
gear. That gear traveled to Bombay, then by train to the 
northern tip of India, to a little town called Nautanwa 
where we stayed in a guest house. From there we transported 
everything by truck to a Nepalese village. Then, two 

49. 49. Mabel Abad de Grajales also remembers that Fernando loved Patagonia because there you could “see 
forever”. In fact, during an audience, he personally asked Perón for land in Patagonia and a loan to raise sheep 
and sow pasture. Fernando said that Perón patted him on the back and replied: “Son, yours is such an admirable 
request. How could I possibly refuse?” But Grajales received neither the land nor a loan (Mabel Abad de Grajales; 
Author, personal communication).
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A small object and a story serve to illustrate this sentiment. On 
the trip through Nepal, Grajales saw a child pass by carrying a 
little drum around his neck and fell in love with the instrument 
and its significance. Through other members of the group and the 
Sherpas, he made repeated attempts to buy the drum from the 
boy, but for one reason or another he didn’t succeed. On the trek 
back from the mountain when they again came across the child 
with the little drum -or with a very similar one-, ‘el Gallego’ lived 
up to his reputation for persistence: “In the end he didn’t want to 
sell it to me...rather he gave it to me,” he said.52 The instrument is 
kept in the Grajales family home in Mendoza and was one of his 
most precious mementos of the Himalayas. Fernando kept it on 
his bedside table during the last days of his life.

The reality of the East in 1954 involved a less spiritual side. 
Grajales fell ill with dysentery - as did almost all his colleagues 
at some point - and was delayed in Delhi until he recovered. 
Magnani “lost” a train car loaded with equipment: at a railroad 
crossing, operators sent the  carriage somewhere else by mistake 
and retrieving it took several days and lengthy transactions. But 
finally, on March 7th, Grajales and Magnani embraced on the 
border between India and Nepal: the organizational madness of 
Delhi, Kathmandu and elsewhere was behind them. They were 
already closer to the mountain.

MATES AND RUPEES
Orchestrating the approach was an operation that today is hard to 
grasp. For example, the last 12 kms of the truck haul took an hour 
and a half. Then came the pack ponies and finally two weeks on 
foot. 

52. Fernando Grajales, Lecture at the Auditorium of the Los Andes Newspaper.

The little Nepalese drum that accompanied Fernando till the end of his life. 
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Grajales in particular established a very good relationship with the 
Sherpa assigned to work with him, even though neither spoke the 
other’s language. In the words of Magnani: “His faithful Sherpa, 
Jeltzen, had become his right hand man, carrying out his boss’s 
demands to the letter; we could never work out how this spirited 
Nepalese managed to understand his “sahib”.55 Perhaps their good 
relationship came about because they were both people who were 
in their element working close to nature.

In those days, expeditions to the big mountain chains were like 
an up and down game of strategy, ferrying loads, fixing ropes 
and setting up many camps. Finally, the Dhaulagiri Eleven 
Expedition had established a large base camp and began activity 
on the mountain itself. The base camp was a mini city where they 
would spend several weeks. The Argentines settled in and built 
a log cabin with details such as a fireplace (with a chimney pipe 
made of empty Canale cookie cans) and goat skins covering the 
floor. There they would gather around the fire after finishing their 
chores. Benavídez organized their daily lives and meals, while Gil 
battled with the radio equipment, the generator and the batteries.

The radio was a crucial piece of equipment for everybody, not 
only in  providing weather reports, but also in receiving and 
sending news to their homes far away. During the trip, a porter 
had fallen down and one of the batteries, purchased especially in 
Delhi, had been damaged, so that communication was limited. 
Only sporadically were they able to connect with the Argentine 
Embassy in New Delhi, thanks to an amateur radio operator who 
lived near the Embassy and did them the favor of relaying news 
back and forth.

55. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en las Himalayas, p. 162.

The Argentines had to Porganize transport for 300 porters,  
all speaking different languages and from different cultures.53  
“For most of the inhabitants we were the first white people they 
had ever seen. We were a curiosity to them, and they came from 
far away, they would walk for days to see us,” Dinko Bertoncelj 
would later recall.54 Every afternoon Grajales, through meticulous 
bookkeeping, was able to pay the day’s wages in coins; the coolies 
didn’t want bills because the humidity spoiled them.
Their itinerary followed the course of the Mayhangdi River until 
the last vegetation-covered area, where they set up base camp. 
The approach march took seventeen days. All told, including 
coolies, high altitude Sherpas and South American mountaineers, 
the group consisted of 370 people. In some camps there wasn’t 
enough room for the entire contingent, so that at certain stages 
Ibáñez divided the team into two groups, one of which he put 
Grajales in charge. 

The Argentines quickly got along with the Sherpas, the local 
assistants who made all Himalayan expeditions possible. The 
Sherpas -a name that applies to members of an ethnic group in 
Nepal- are famous for their extraordinary adaptation to altitude 
and for their good nature. Coolies or porters are not always 
Sherpas. Needless to say, the visitors popularized Argentine mate 
among the Sherpas, and also shared a celebratory asado with them 
whenever the Nepalese succeeded in hunting a wild goat.

53.According to Bertoncelj: “The coolies are local people, inhabitants of the valleys we trekked through on 
our approach to the mountain. The Sherpas are a different group living in the north of India in the area called 
Darjeeling (...). They called us Sahibs. Passang Dawa was in charge of our group of Sherpas and he also handled 
the coolies who were local people whose language we couldn’t understand. The Sherpas spoke some English but 
the coolies didn’t. With them it was all sign language. Good people. At a certain point, when we began entering 
unknown territory they rebelled against us, because they were afraid of the mountain gods. We were also afraid, 
but of them. There were more than two hundred of them. I don’t know for what reason, but all of us were armed. 
We had 45 Ballester Molina pistols that had traveled from Argentina with the dynamite, and we were forced to 
produce them in order to make them continue” (Hans Schulz, “Sherpas, Coolies y Sahibs”, Rio Negro, April 29th, 
2010, retrieved 10/16/2014, from http://www.rionegro.com.ar/diario/dinko-bertoncelj-en-primera-persona-
357841-9574-nota.aspx). 
54. Romina Coronel and Ignacio Aguirre, Dhaulagiri 1954, Argentinos al Himalaya, 2004 (television video 
documentary). 
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Once installed at base camp, the group began the long process of 
equipping the high altitude camps through portering. The altitude 
clothing that each climber wore gives an idea of the weight they 
had to carry up the mountain:

A fine but warm set of woollen underwear, a thick shirt, a 
double angora wool tricot, a lightweight nylon and duvet vest, 
a padded suit of the same material with its corresponding 
hood, a waterproof windcheater made of double gabardine 
and another of nylon.58

In addition there were sealskin boots, nylon boot covers, crampons, 
backpacks, oxygen tubes (which not everyone used), ice axes and 
hemp ropes that had to be carried up the mountain.

The Argentines set up seven camps on the slopes and glaciers of 
Dhaulagiri, along the northern route, called The Pear Buttress 
Route. The terrain includes vertical rock faces, steep glacial slopes, 
traverses on exposed ridges and crevasse fields 1,000 m above the 
height of Aconcagua: all the ingredients that make up a technical 
route on an 8,000 meter high mountain.

To establish Camp VI, at 7,200 m, Godoy, the serviceman, loaded 
a backpack full of TNT and carried out almost thirty blasting 
operations until he’d made a platform in the snow on which to 
set up three Canadian tents. Camp VII, the highest camp and 
from where they would leave for the summit, was at 7,600 m, an 
altitude at which the body is in a state of permanent exhaustion, 
and is unable to restore energy levels. Ibáñez would spend several 
consecutive nights there.

58. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en las Himalayas, p. 172.

Miguel Gil, Dr Ruiz Beramendi and the ‘economist’ Benavídez
(as Grajales called the logistics manager) were not part of the 
group of climbers. Right from the start, Miguel had known that he 
wasn’t a candidate for the summit team, but his calm disposition 
and passion for his profession, meant that he was content to be 
useful to others by grappling with the telegraph and the radio. 
Although he was one of the oldest, his teammates had had to ask 
his mother’s permission for “Miguelito” to go to Nepal. Not only 
did she agree, but she also hand-made a radio case for them.
Gil, Grajales and Magnani spent a lot of time together whenever 
their chores allowed. The radio tent was where they enjoyed 
peace and quiet at the day’s end. At night Grajales and Gil would 
gather around the device and tune in to classical music on Radio 
Ceylon. They were good times. The friendship between these 
two mountaineers lasted a lifetime. Half a century later, Don 
Miguel described Fernando with these words: “Fernando was 
a good friend, the kind that it is painful to lose. He was reliable 
and possessed the wise man’s peace of mind. He always sought to 
pacify the group when frictions arose”.56

Another emotional refuge for the travelers was correspondence, 
though letters were scarce and arrived very late by “coolie-mail”: 

Receiving mail under these circumstances was a fortifying 
tonic for our spirits. Although the letters arrived more than 
a month late, they were snatched up with wild enthusiasm by 
their happy recipients. Once distribution had finished, all noise 
disappeared; everywhere, a deathly silence reigned, some of 
the “sahibs” sought refuge in the solitude of their tents to read 
the news they received from their loved ones over and over, 
separated by distances to which we were not yet accustomed.57

56. Miguel Gil, Interview with the author, 2008.
57. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en las Himalayas, p. 156.
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Ibáñez reserved the right to decide (after all, the expedition 
was military in essence) so he gathered the team together to 
communicate the strategy he had chosen. He announced that he, 
Magnani, Watzl and Bertoncelj - in addition to the best climbers 
among the Sherpas - would leave for Camp VII. Once there, 
the roped team for summit day would be chosen from among 
the members of this small group. Grajales and Busquets were to 
remain at Camp V to form a roped team that -if deemed necessary 
and possible - would make a second bid.
Magnani didn’t use supplemental oxygen. Ibáñez and Watzl did. 
For the ice sections they exchanged their ten-point extendible 
crampons for twelve-point fixed crampons, which was state of the 
art equipment at the time.

DECISIONS AT 8,000 METERS
On May 29th, Grajales together with Busquets and two Sherpas 
climbed up to Camp VI (7,200 m) carrying supplies for the 
summit bid. Although it was an emotional reunion and there were 
hugs all round, it was a bittersweet moment. In Magnani’s words:

By the look in their eyes [Grajales and Busquets’] it was plain to 
see that they were sorry not to be part of the groups attempting the 
summit. But the assault tactic that must be adopted on these giants 
demanded it. Our colleagues had to return to the 6,500 meter camp 
and stay there to await the results of the exploration and the final 
attempt by the assault group.59

59. Alfredo E. Magnani, Mendocinos en las Himalayas, p. 181.

This high altitude and pre summit stage saw Grajales in charge 
firstly of Camp III (5,500 m) and then Camp V (6,500 m). The 
installation and management of Camp III was key, since it was 
from this camp that the logistics and supplies for the top of 
the mountain were organized. On a small terrace, leveled off 
after much snow shoveling, Grajales established his base, that, 
according to his companions, was remarkable for its comfort, 
orderliness and cleanliness.

Establishing this chain of camps, each with its own tents, supplies 
and fuel, took them several weeks. Under Ibáñez’s leadership -he 
was suffering from a troublesome bout of sinusitis- they were 
seeing progress on the mountain and the group was getting along 
well. Climbers and sherpas moved freely about the camps and 
the various roped teams overcame mishaps such as falling into 
crevasses, minor injuries and weather contingencies.

And so, on May 22th, 1954, all the cogs in this well-oiled machine 
that had demanded so much work were finally assembled. At base 
camp and at altitude everything was set to tackle the most critical 
stage of the enterprise: the summit attempt. And the defining 
moment that everyone had been waiting for was also approaching: 
who would make up the roped teams to the summit? Who would 
get the first chance -perhaps the only one- to pit themselves against 
the mountain?
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They decided to take advantage of the shelter and spend the night 
there, seeing that, if they continued to the summit, it would be too 
late to go down. They would take their chances at first light.
But the bivouac was very tough. They had no sleeping bags or
heater. Although they ate what little cold food they had on them
-chocolate, cheese and condensed milk-, they were tortured by 
thirst. They dug a kind of cave in the snow, around the large rock 
slab, but it snowed all night and the cold was appalling. The next 
morning there was no alternative: they had no energy left to 
continue climbing, and as they couldn’t see the summit they had 
no idea how many hours it was likely to take. And even if they had 
had the strength to summit, in any event they wouldn’t have had 
any strength to descend the wall, before arriving at the safety of 
the camp. Magnani and Watzl agreed that they needed to descend.
Although there are margins of error regarding the height they 
scaled, it was an important achievement. It was the first time that 
anyone (from the American continent) had reached 8,000 m and 
it would be 36 years before an Argentine would again reach this 
height: in 1990, the Mendocino Lito Sanchez reached the summit 
of Dhaulagiri by a different route.

DESCENT IN A RACE AGAINST TIME
Their descent having been as difficult as the climb, with Sherpa 
Ang Nima seriously injured in a fall, they arrived back at Camp 
VII in the nick of time, and only thanks to Ibáñez signalling with 
a flashlight as it was already dark. They were able to drink and, 
under their team leader’s watchful eye, managed to get through 
the night. The next day they decided that, the severe storms of 
the approaching monsoon permitting, a second attempt could be 
made by Grajales and Busquets. With that in mind, they left the 
tents in place.

The last camp, Camp VII, was on Dhaulagiri’s upper ridge and 
reaching it involved climbing a good portion of the north face 
of this 8,167 m high mountain and tackling segments that were 
sheer and greatly exposed. In the small aerie that they had plucked 
from this 7,600 m high vertical realm, Ibáñez, Bertoncelj, Watzl, 
Magnani and five Sherpas spent a
terrible night: suffering the effects of extreme cold, they were 
forced to constantly massage their feet.

The next morning the moment of truth arrived: Bertoncelj was 
not able to continue because of the state of his feet and had to go 
down with two Sherpas. Everyone advised Ibáñez to descend too, 
but he decided to stay in the camp to prevent the summit team 
from being cut off from the rest. Ibáñez assumed the double role 
of expedition leader and member of the summit team (as did the 
Frenchman Herzog, whom Ibáñez admired). Although some did 
not entirely agree with this strategy, the group complied without 
wasting energy on calling it into question.

Another day went by in preparing and inspecting the route. 
The next day, June 1st (the third day spent at extreme altitude), 
Magnani and Ang Nima left, roped up, and Watzl and Pasang 
Dawa formed another roped team. Ibáñez bid them an emotional 
goodbye and remained in the tent, already showing signs of 
debility and frostbite.

The four climbers overcame some treacherous climbing sections
on a wall and at three o’clock in the afternoon were able to rest on 
a large rock slab, on the ridge leading to the summit. Their
altimeters indicated a height of 8,050 m. According to Magnani’s 
account the neighboring peaks appeared below them, confirming 
that they were higher than 8,000 m.



84 85

C
ha

pt
er

 V
 –

 M
ou

nt
ai

ns
 in

 a
lp

ar
ga

ta
s -

 Th
e l

ife
 o

f F
er

na
nd

o 
G

ra
ja

les

 

That proved to be the most nerve-racking moment of the whole 
expedition. Busquets then asked Ruiz Beramendi to go up with 
him to provide medical assistance to Paco Ibáñez and to help 
bring him down. They recruited two other Sherpas and left with 
the difficult and dangerous task of bringing down from an altitude 
of 7,000 m, over exposed terrain with vertical sections, a man 
who was over 1,90 m in height and weighed 90 kg. According to 
Busquets:

We arrived at the tent and Paco could hardly speak or 
move, but wanted to go down by his own means. I told him:  
“Paco, I’m sorry, but either you get into the sleeping bag so we 
can take you down or I’ll hit you with something and we’ll put 
you in ourselves.” 61

Busquets, Ruiz Beramendi (who had accompanied them as best 
he could) and the two Sherpas started the descent late, hauling 
Ibáñez inside a sleeping bag and tied to the rescuers. But the work 
was very slow and the weather got worse. Night fell while they 
were in the middle of a crevasse field and they had to spend the 
night exposed to the elements, with only the one sleeping bag that 
Ibáñez was using. They pounded and massaged each other to stay 
awake and keep their limbs warm. Daylight revealed a surprise: 
they were 30 m away from Camp V, but they hadn’t been able to 
make it out because of the bad weather. Once their energy and 
hydration had been restored with the camp’s provisions, they 
continued downwards.

61. Roberto Busquets, Interview with the author, 2009.

Watzl went down with Pasang Dawa and Ang Nima, who needed 
urgent assistance and rest at a lower altitude. Ibáñez and Magnani 
were going to descend roped together minutes later, but they 
discovered that Ibáñez had lost his crampons. They wasted 
valuable time looking for them, and without any luck. Finally, 
they began their dangerous descent with Magnani, physically 
small and slight, exhausted from his exertions, carrying Ibáñez, a 
big, heavyset man who was constantly losing his balance. But they 
managed to reach Camp VI where their companions were waiting 
for them with hot tea.

Ibáñez’s health had deteriorated significantly through high 
altitude exposure. The frostbite in his extremities and the onset 
of breathing difficulties were worrying. However, he insisted on 
staying at Camp VI so that the others could go down with the 
wounded Sherpa. This was carried out by the four members of 
the summit team: they descended to Camp V, where Grajales and 
Busquets took care of them. The Grajales-Busquets team was no 
longer in a position to make a second summit bid as the expedition 
had begun to evacuate the camps ahead of the monsoon storms 
whose forecast had been relayed to them by Miguel Gil over the 
radio.

They decided to send two Sherpas to go and bring Ibáñez back. 
The two designated Sherpas reached Ibáñez, but they descended 
without him: frostbite was preventing the Argentine from walking 
and he was too heavy for the two Sherpas to bring him down by 
themselves. Many years later Busquets would state in an interview 
that he had wanted to go up again himself immediately.60 
Meanwhile, the clock was ticking and their team leader’s body was 
continually losing precious energy.

60. Roberto Busquets, Interview with the author, 2009.
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Grajales waited for the rescue team at Camp IV, where he had 
descended to. Once there, Ibáñez was able to receive proper 
medical attention. The Argentine expedition then began its retreat, 
which turned into a race against time when it became clear that 
their team leader’s health was not improving and that he needed 
to be transferred to a hospital urgently. 

They had to quickly dismantle everything that had taken them 
months to assemble, and retrace their steps through the forest. 
They decided to take a shorter but more complicated route 
through Nepal with the monsoon almost upon them. 

Ibáñez was conveyed on a cane litter by coolies who carried him 
in shifts. His teammates were concerned about the state of his 
feet and his worsening sinusitis. They were forced to perform 
transfusions and a partial amputation of his left foot en route, but 
they managed to fly him from Pokhara to Kathmandu by plane. 
But despite all their care and attention, it was not enough: Ibáñez 
contracted pneumonia in hospital and died two days later, on June 
30th, 1954. Just before he died, Paco received a letter from his wife 
with the news that he had become the father of a baby boy.

The news of Ibáñez’s death was devastating to the team. On top of 
the terrible shock, they had to deal with the distressing paperwork 
and the daily tasks that their return to Argentina demanded, and 
which were still far from completed. When they finally arrived, 
they were honored by the Argentine government, and Francisco 
Ibáñez was made a national hero. The unsung work of organizing, 
paying and closing accounts fell to Grajales and it took him the 
entire following year.

Chapter VI 
ADVENTURES  

WITH FRIENDS  

Expeditions  
in the Andes
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BACK TO BUENOS AIRES
After months of absence, Fernando Grajales had a lot to take 
care of when he returned to the country. To begin with, there 
was the issue of balancing the books for the expedition, making 
payments and above all accounting for the public funds that had 
been assigned to them. This task was made additionally stressful, 
due to the fact that Emiliano Huerta - the serviceman who had 
“reserved” Aconcagua in the winter of 1953 - was organizing a 
second expedition to the Himalayas and demanded that the 
Dhaulagiri group hand over all their equipment and information.
According to witnesses, the relationship was less than cordial
between the two expedition groups. Despite his measured tone, 
grievances were still apparent in Miguel Gil’s description: “Huerta 
turned up and rudely demanded that all the equipment be handed 
over, and that’s why nobody from the expedition cooperated 
with him. He did not behave very well”.63 Busquets remembers it 
with some bitterness, despite the intervening years: “As soon as I 
arrived, Huerta asked me to join his group. I hadn’t even arrived 
in Chile and he already wanted to put me to work for him”.64

Grajales concentrated on sorting out the expedition’s inventories 
and accounts. On long lists in his neat handwriting one can still 
read: “Mauser Guns: 5. Lost: 1. Handed in: 4. Total: 5”. And so on 
and so forth, from explosives to toilet paper to cans of peas and 
pairs of socks.65 
The upshot of this accounting was that the Dhaulagiri Eleven 
returned with a significant amount of money they had not spent: 
U$S 18,000 were duly returned to the Argentine government and 
subsequently channeled to finance Argentina’s participation in the 
Olympic Games.

63. Miguel Gil, Interview with the author, 2008.
64. Roberto Busquets, Interview with the author, 2009.
65. These entries are from Fernando Grajales’s personal notebook in Mabel Abad de Grajales’ possession.

It makes no difference whether or not  

we climbed this or that mountain: what was 

marvelous was the way we sought each other’s 

company, out of affection,  

out of respect.

 

Juan Carlos Tretrop6263 

62. Juan Carlos Tretrop, Interview with the author, 2010.

“
”
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After this experience, Grajales became the official representative 
in Mendoza for the Ferrania company that sold X-Ray film.
In a short space of time, ‘el Gallego’ had set up his distribution 
network and went on to supply most of the doctors and institutions 
in Mendoza.
Even though Fernando and Beatriz were busy securing their 
financial situation and their careers, they took time off for 
weekly outings to the mountains. At first, they would go to the 
Precordillera just for the day; then for the whole weekend. If the 
distance was too far for Fernando’s scooter to cope with, they 
would resort to a rented truck or a friend’s vehicle. In time they 
would buy a jeep in which they would take longer trips. 

Their first Christmas as a couple, just six months after their 
marriage, they headed for the mountains: Beatriz and Fernando 
spent December 24th and 25th, 1956 climbing Cerro Elena, close 
to the site of the Cristo Redentor; a place familiar to Fernando, as 
it was there that he had carried out the first stage of his training 
regime for Dhaulagiri.

By now, Grajales had his sights set on what he was truly passionate 
about: mountain activities, providing logistics services and 
being close to the people he cared about. A statement he made 
long afterwards, in a newspaper interview, when he had become 
established and was reminiscing about his past, illustrates 
the values he held as his True North. They asked him what he 
considered the important things in life and he answered as follows:

For me, the important things in life are first and foremost 
to have good friends, friends who care about the quality of 
life. The moral strength of José Ingenieros. To enjoy life, and 
fundamentally, nature. Here we have the mountains, but 

However, it was not all accounts and paperwork for Fernando. 
During his stay in Buenos Aires, he resumed his relationship with 
Beatriz Diaz, whom he had met before the trip through Tamaro 
Rizzuto. She collaborated with Grajales during the final stages of 
the Himalayan chapter and remembers that period well:  

Fernando spent almost another year in Buenos Aires, paying 
all the remaining bills. He was the only one who knew what 
purchases had been made and where; if he hadn’t done it, 
those things would have gone unpaid.66

BACK TO MENDOZA
Grajales managed to get the Sports Confederation to pay for the 
outstanding debts, but he was still faced with the question of his 
own finances. On a trip to Rosario, Beatriz and he had begun their 
courtship and soon after they moved to Mendoza, where they 
were married on June 3rd, 1956.

They lived in Patricias Mendocinas street, in San José, Guaymallén,
in a neighborhood of sheds and adobe houses, where working 
families and young married couples could afford housing near the 
city center. With his characteristic determination, Grajales went 
into sales:
“Fernando was proactive. He was the official agent for a hardware 
store that sold military surplus and they gave him a consignment 
of goods with a three-month deadline to sell them. But within a 
month he had already sold everything”.67

66. Beatriz Díaz, Interview with the author, 2009.
67. Beatriz Díaz, Interview with the author, 2009. 
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August 3rd, 1958, saw the Mendocinos caught up in another huge 
gamble on vertical terrain, at the foot of the summit and with 

somewhere else it’s the jungle, somewhere else the ‘puna’, and   
elsewhere the sea. And so try to live your life and develop a 
profession, an occupation that doesn’t exploit others.68 

YERUPAJA
To mark his return to major climbing ventures after four years of 
more mundane matters, Grajales chose an interesting challenge: 
Yerupajá, a 6,550 m high mountain in the Cordillera Huayhuash 
in Peru, whose southern summit was as yet unclimbed. It is a 
route that combines snow and ice climbing with high altitude, a 
hallmark of both the beautiful Huayhuash and Blanca mountain 
ranges.

Grajales, as leader of the Argentine Expedition to Yerupajá 
organized by the CAM chose several of his best friends to 
accompany him: Herman Kark, a veteran of the Central Andes, a 
very strong climber with several firsts to his name; Carlos Cardoso, 
a loyal companion on many outings; Humberto Vassal and Ulises 
Vitale. Ulises Vitale was a young man from Lujan de Cuyo who 
found in Grajales a mountain mentor and lifelong friend. Over 
the following decades, Vitale would become a leading light in 
mountaineering in Argentina and would participate in several 
national expeditions to the Himalayas.

In an article published on their return from Yerupajá, Humberto 
Vasalla described the mood during the expedition thus: “The 
competence and friendship that prevailed in the group, decisive 
factors if we were to succeed, had created a congenial and efficient 
collaboration whereby the leader’s instructions were followed 
without delay and with true team spirit”.
68. Susana Vargas, «Los Grajales, un clan que cultiva la moral de la montaña”, Los Andes, June 8, 2003, Front 
page, ‘Sociedad’ Section.

MAP YERUPAJA

Sketch used on the expedition to Yerupaja
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since we could only see half a meter in front of us. It was 
the same with all the routes. Nevertheless, some flashes of 
light encouraged us in the murky, never-ending night. We 
continued walking, stumbling around, exhausted, but aware 
that we couldn’t stop. That would have been the end. And the 
hours went by and finally after two attempts to reach the fixed 
rope, our salvation, a signal, at three in the morning. 

Vitale shares the same memory of those interminable 24 hours:
We went down blindly, rappelling with our ice axes.73 When 
we arrived at the camp, Fernando asked how we were and 
I told him that four of my fingers were frozen, but that 
Humberto’s feet were frozen. His whole foot, the crampons 
and the boot were a block of ice. With warm water Fernando 
slowly removed the layers; we wore two pairs of duvet socks, 
and boot covers.74

Then began the race to get the injured to a medical center. Grajales 
went down to base camp to organize their departure, while Vassal, 
with the assistance of Ulises, was closing the gap as best he could, 
sliding down the slope without using his feet, as if he were in a 
chute. Herman Kark began a forced climb up from base camp 
to supply penicillin to the frostbitten climber in the hope of 
preventing infection. Vassal could no longer move forward and 
Kark carried him down the mountain on his back for six hours. 
Withstanding a person’s weight piggyback for a few minutes is one 
thing, but carrying that weight over rough terrain, at an altitude 
of almost 6,000 m, for several hours and after the exertions of a 
climb, requires outstanding strength and commitment.

73. Descent on a rope fixed to a snowy slope using climbing tools.
74. Ulises Vitale, Interview with the author, 2013. 

ropes already fixed to speed up the final push. Vitale and Vasalla 
made up the roped team that left the next day at 3 a.m., following 
the line on a complicated section of the route. At 6 a.m. they had 
completed the pitch and signalled their elation to Grajales, who 
was following the progress of the roped team from the tent, at the 
foot of the wall.
Soon after, Vitale and Vasalla encountered another problem with 
the route: the only access to the unclimbed southern summit was 
a narrow and exposed snow-covered cornice. The two climbers 
were at the foot of this cornice, which seemed to lead straight to 
the summit, but couldn’t find a way to climb up onto its edge, 
surrounded as they were by crevasses and unstable terrain over 
the void. Ulises Vitale remembers vividly how they overcame the 
challenge: “We found a ledge, and we were able to climb onto the 
cornice by slithering carefully along it. Shortly afterwards, Walter 
Bonatti [a famous Italian climber of the period], who also climbed 
the mountain, solved this problem by digging a snow tunnel”.69 
Once the problem had been overcome, the roped team  completed 
the final stretch without any inconvenience other than the cold. 
“We arrived at the South Summit70 at three o’clock in the afternoon, 
twelve hours after leaving camp at 6,200 meters. We only had one 
Milk Bar to eat the entire day”.71

 But the summit is only ever the halfway mark and the descent 
can be treacherous. “We had had sunshine every day - says Vitale 
- except on summit day; it dawned in a pall of fog”.72 Vassal 
describes it thus:

On our descent we took the route to the far left of base camp, 
and lost our way. To make things worse, the entire mountain 
was shrouded in dense fog. An interminable odyssey began, or 
so it seemed to us,

69. Ulises Vitale, Interview with the author, 2013.
70. The south summit of the Yerupajá is 300 meters lower than the main summit (which the group did not reach).
71. Ulises Vitale, Interview with the author, 2013.
72. Ulises Vitale, Interview with the author, 2013
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Grajales, perhaps because both had strong characters, forthright 
manners and even a physical resemblance.

I had traveled from San Rafael for some climbing courses and 
there I met Magnani, Grajales, a young man who was our 
student -Ulises-, who later outstripped his teachers... And I 
found that I’d been assigned to share a tent with ‘el Gallego’ 
Grajales, because nobody could stand him. He was a difficult 
Gallego all right! He would say: “You have to put the tent like 
this...No, no! Don’t turn on the heater... Put it over here and 
not over there”. Nobody wanted to share a tent with him and 
well, I was the newcomer and it was my lot. We broke the ice 
very quickly, I remember that very well. One night he began 
with his “Put this bag under there for me, take this one out...”. 
So I told him “look Gallego, next time you mess with me  
I’ll punch you, right here, in the dark; I don’t know exactly 
where I’ll punch you, but maybe you’ll stop being a pain in 
the ass”. And well, we remained friends. Of course, we had to 
help him build a stone wall around the tent, because he was 
fanatical about stone walls.76

Anecdotes soon give way to narratives that reveal the respect and 
affection that Tretrop felt towards his friend:

Those are some of the first memories I have of the Gallego. 
Afterwards, I discovered what a great friend that man was, 
because he was a gentleman. He really was a companion, a 
friend, the epitome of a good man. He was cantankerous, but 
what prevailed above all was the feeling of integrity that he 
conveyed. Apart from, of course, his skill as a mountaineer... 
It was also very nice to hear him tell his old stories.77

76. Juan Carlos Tretrop, Interview with the author, 2010.
77. Juan Carlos Tretrop, Interview with the author, 2010.

Finally, the group managed to reach base camp and move the 
injured man by mule to a medical center. After the first round of 
treatment, Vassalla returned to Argentina in a Lancaster plane. 
He lost four toes on his right foot due to frostbite and it took him 
a year to walk again. He was spared greater injuries thanks to the 
rescue work of his colleagues.

Grajales, Vitale and López Yové (a friend from Mendoza who lived
in Peru) returned overland. Ulises recalls:

Fernando and I slept a night on the summit of Huayna Picchu, 
in Machu Picchu. I was 22 years old and was astounded by 
the Inca culture. I was always very grateful to Fernando for 
taking me on that trip, where I learned so many things... about 
photography, colors, to love nature.75

CERRO CUERNO
A few months later, Grajales was back in business. In January 
1959 he climbed Cerro Cuerno (west of Plaza de Mulas, in the 
Aconcagua massif) with some friends from the CAM. Cultivating 
these friendships was just as strong a motivation to Fernando as 
climbing mountains.

Alfredo Magnani, Juan Carlos Tretrop (a seasoned climber and 
skiing pioneer from San Rafael) and the novice Ulises Vitale 
were also part of the expedition. Tretrop came from a more local 
background, but quickly found a place among the prestigious 
climbers like Magnani and Grajales. “For a farmer like me, to 
climb with the Himalayan expeditionists was a privilege,” says 
Tretrop. His clear gaze and solid physique attest to a life spent in 
the outdoors. This Southerner forged a special relationship with 

75. Ulises Vitale, Interview with the author, 2013.  
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CERRO PIRCAS
Shortly afterwards, Grajales set out in the direction of an interesting 
chain called the Cordón del Portillo, part of the Frontal Cordillera 
in Tunuyán. In March,1960, he took part in the second ascent of 
Cerro Pircas (5,200 m). The approach to the normal route on this 
mountain, a peak visible from most of the Uco Valley, is via the 
Cajón de los Arenales, a valley with incredible granite walls that 
decades later would become one of the main rock climbing areas 
in the country. After hiking up the ravine in the Cajón, at the time 
barely explored, Grajales, Magnani, Vicente Cicchitti, Alberto 
Vendrell, Manuel Svars and Enrique Sánchez Lahoz arrived at an 
area, today called Real Mirta, where they made their first camp. 
From there they accessed the western ridge of the Pircas mountain 
and reached the summit. There they found a summit note left by 
the serviceman Manuel Rodriguez, who had made the first ascent 
and who died in the Laguna del Diamante tragedy in 1953.

LIFE IN THE LOWLANDS
Even as mountain activities were gaining more and more ground 
in Grajales’ life, the future was looking uncertain when it came 
to work and family. When the American chemical company 3M 
bought Ferrania - the X-Ray laboratory, Fernando decided to 
resign (to the great regret of his bosses, as expressed in a letter 
kept by Mabel Abad de Grajales).

Grajales bought a farm in El Cepillo, San Carlos, and devoted 
himself to agriculture. El Cepillo, with its scenery straight out of 
an Alpine storybook, was a peaceful place of farms and vineyards 
at the foot of the Andes. Later on, Fernando sold that property 
and acquired an 80 hectare farm in Ugarteche, Luján de Cuyo, a 
productive area closer to the city of Mendoza. His partner in this 

These were the years of practical learning. On the Cuerno glacier 
no one was roped up, as it appeared to be an easy route, until 
Grajales disappeared into a crevasse hidden by soft snow. Only his 
backpack and a narrowing of the crevasse saved him from falling 
20 meters to, at best, a painful end. Tretrop helped him climb out 
and from then on they all continued roped to the summit. On the 
way back, Magnani and one other went ahead, but lost their way 
due to the fading light or bad weather and had to spend the night 
huddled up together in the snow. When they awoke at sunrise, 
they discovered that they were 30 meters from the Plaza de Mulas 
camp.

At that time, Grajales traveled all over the province with his X-Ray 
film, but when he was in Mendoza, his office in the center of the 
city was a meeting place for this unconditionally united group of 
mountaineers. 

QUEBRADA DE MATIENZO 
In November 1959, Grajales was part of another CAM expedition 
with Magnani and the serviceman Benjamin Nazar, with whom he 
had climbed Cerro Cuerno. This time they set their sights on the 
Quebrada de Matienzo, the gorge that separates the Aconcagua 
massif from the border with Chile and which is accessed through 
the township of Las Cuevas.

The gorge was named after the Argentine aviator Benjamín 
Matienzo, who crashed in this area in the winter of 1919, while 
attempting to cross the Andes in a Nieuport aeroplane. Matienzo 
died trying to reach Las Cuevas on foot.
Grajales and his group managed to complete the first ascent of the 
Southern Glacier of Nevado Matienzo, a 5,083 m peak.



Everything went smoothly until they got to the upper slopes of 
the mountain. Vitale was entertaining himself by inserting pieces 
of string or straw into horseflies that he was skilled at capturing, 
to then release them and see how the attachments floated. 
This practice, which livened up the days spent in the Valdivian 
rainforest earned him the nickname Ulises ‘the Good’, bestowed 
on him by his ever ingenious friends, in reference to Pope John 
XXIII who was known by the term of endearment ‘il Papa buono’.

Once on the glacier, nothing about the terrain made them foresee 
any difficulties and the side of the mountain sloped uniformly up 
to the summit. Suddenly, the Mendocinos were startled to see black 
clouds fast approaching from the west. In an instant the storm was 
upon them. They set up the tents as best they could in the middle 
of a gale, and there they were forced to remain for two days of 
wind and snow. With the tents damaged and all the equipment 
soaked, they made their escape as soon as there was a break in the 
notoriously bad Patagonian weather.

They went down the way they had come, but when they tried to 
get off the glacier, they went down the wrong valley thinking that 
it led to Casa Pangue, the settlement where the trailhead had been. 
Fernando had confided to the others that his marriage was going 
through a rough patch and that he needed to get back to Mendoza 
as soon as possible. So Magnani proposed that they take a shortcut 
through the rainforest, a trail that led them into a chaotic mess of 
colihue cane forest, rotten wood that gave way under their feet, 
incessant rain and total loss of direction. They were advancing 
by inches. The situation became truly critical when they came to 
the edge of a precipice, a vertical rock face covered in vegetation 
that dropped hundreds of meters, the bottom hidden in the mist. 
Tretrop describes those dramatic moments as follows:

101100

 

venture was the very same Tamaro Rizzuto who had introduced 
him to his wife Beatriz.

Meanwhile, the group of friends continued to explore, climbing 
enthusiastically and enjoying themselves like teenagers. Juan 
Carlos Tretrop described the spirit of those outings very well 
in a kind of mountain climbing biography that he wrote for his 
relatives. In it he relates, for example, how they used to go skiing 
in a remote area in the Malargue region that is now the famous 
Las Leñas Valley ski resort.78

CERRO TRONADOR 
Tretrop’s account also includes an expedition to Cerro Tronador 
in Patagonia. It all started when Magnani suggested that they 
go to the Southern Patagonian Ice Fields, specifically to Cerro 
Piergiorgio. Everyone considered this an attractive proposition, 
but a costly one because of the complexity of the logistics involved. 
They planned to go from Mendoza to what is today the town of  
El Chaltén (Santa Cruz province) in a rented truck that they would 
finance in part by offering to take Mendocinos wanting to tour the 
region. This idea failed due to lack of customers.

Magnani then suggested a change in course to Cerro Tronador, 
near the town of Bariloche, the idea being to make a traverse 
which would mean opening up a new route on the Chilean side 
of the mountain and then descending on the Argentine side. This 
was agreed and Magnani, Grajales, Tretrop, Vitale and Alberto 
Vendrell left for Chilean Patagonia.

78. . Juan Carlos Tretrop, San Rafael, Mendoza, La vida es un camino. Author’s Edition, 2011.
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long enough to reach the next trunk, and we’d have to do 
a series of maneuvers without a safety net. Nonetheless we 
continued going down.

But where to? We didn’t know until we five «spiders» gathered 
at the foot of the cliff, and without yet knowing which ledge 
we had begun our rappel from, as it was lost in the clouds. 
And it kept on raining. The supplies had run out and we’d 
already used each tea bag as much as three times. We decided 
to continue walking on down through the rainforest.7979

They had to traverse a dead forest, the trunks of which were lying 
piled up at the bottom of a gorge. To cross them, they had to walk, 
balancing precariously, over the tangle of logs. Afterwards they 
came to the conclusion that it was an earthquake that had caused 
the forest to pile up in that way. They continued on down and 
found the headwaters of a glacial stream that flowed through a 
narrow, vertical ravine. To follow its course they had to walk in the 
icy water. Vendrell fell heavily and injured his coccyx.

In the end, they found a path which, opened up with a machete, led 
to an old wooden bridge over a stream. Relieved at having found 
features that signalled a less complicated journey and allowed them 
to hope that somewhere inhabited was nearby, Grajales stepped 
forward. «At last!» he sighed and rested his backpack on an old 
railing, which turned out to be completely rotted: man and backpack 
ended up in the middle of the stream and had to be rescued by the 
others, so that everyone ended up soaked to the skin.

79. Juan Carlos Tretrop, La vida es un camino, p.36.

The truth is that we didn’t know where we were or what there 
might be below us. But turning back and climbing up through 
the rainforest till we found the glacier, was also impossible. 
The slope was already very steep, so we decided to rope up. 
We had to keep an eye on Ulises because he had injured 
himself quite badly and to make matters worse his eyesight 
was failing. Even today, 43 years later, Ulises still thanks me 
for saving his life; he began to fall and his rope wasn’t belayed, 
even though I don’t exactly remember what I did. To add 
insult to injury, darn Magnani was harping on about looking 
out for any clothes, backpacks or shoes that the lost Italian 
climbers (Note: a previous expedition) might have left behind. 
 
At one point, we could no longer make out the steeply angled 
rock that was our landmark. We were standing on the edge 
of an almost vertical precipice maybe 600, 800 or 1,000 
meters deep. It was impossible to tell, because the bottom was 
shrouded in mist. There was only one solution; to rappel down 
the cliff: but when we organized the expedition, although we 
spoke of ice on the Chilean side as well as ice on the Argentine 
side, we didn’t have any rock climbing pitons.

We saw that there were small trees growing out of the cliff and 
that the first section of the trunk grew out horizontally and 
then twisted upwards. We decided to do «tree rappelling». We 
wrapped the double rope around the tree trunk and lowered 
ourselves down until we found another one to pass the rope 
around. We went down like spiders. It was very 

demanding and dangerous work, because sometimes we’d find 
ourselves, backpacks on, converging on the same tree trunk, 
or on the way down one of us would find that the rope wasn’t 



104 105

C
ha

pt
er

 V
I –

 M
ou

nt
ai

ns
 in

 a
lp

ar
ga

ta
s -

 Th
e l

ife
 o

f F
er

na
nd

o 
G

ra
ja

les

 

on the frontier. The expedition was given the solemn name of 
Operation 25. The leader of the civilian part of the undertaking 
was Magnani who had invited Vendrell, Grajales and at the outset, 
Ulises Vitale. Tretrop was convinced that he had been pointedly 
«discriminated» against by Magnani:

When I heard about the expedition, I called that devil Tito 
[Magnani] and told him that I was going. But he told me that 
all the places were already filled. I called him again to insist, 
and he said, «No! And I’ll tell you why: you got married and 
abandoned us!” And I kept insisting that I was going to go, 
that there were gendarmes who didn’t know a thing about 
animals and that I was a muleteer, that I could work, and 
Shorty [Magnani] was adamant that no. But three days 
before they left Ulises Vitale’s mother became seriously ill, so 
Ulises couldn’t go, and that’s where I stepped in. But Shorty’s 
condition was that I work as an ordinary roustabout.8181

During the approach through the Portillo Argentino (a pass at 
4,380 m) and along the rough moraines of the Tunuyán valley, 
Tretrop had to herd mules and prepare loads. When the terrain 
became impossible for the animals, he and Vendrell had to carry 
loads on their backs. Eventually, after taking the wrong path and 
getting hemmed in between some bluffs, the team of mountaineers 
and gendarmes managed to establish a base camp at about 4,200 
m, perched on the slopes of the volcano, within sight of the 
fumaroles of the neighboring Tupungatito. From base camp they 
carried out several trips ferrying equipment until two camps had 
been set up on the glacier, at 5,500 m and 6,100 m. In his book, 
Tretrop describes the following days:

81.Juan Carlos Tretrop, La Vida es un Camino, p. 41.

The path led them to a lowly hut in the mountains, where they  
were received by a frightened woman and her children. They 
collected some sodden bills and managed to persuade the woman 
to cook them some tortas fritas (which they devoured while the 
fat was still piping hot) followed by some chickens. They had 
gone three days without food, and had used the same tea bags 
over and over again. From the woman in the hut they found out 
that the pangue - the predominant variety of plant found in the 
surrounding rainforest - is not only a highly valued edible plant, 
but was also at just the right time to be picked.80

VOLCAN TUPUNGATO
In 1963 the Grajales-Tretrop-Magnani-Vendrell quartet 
completed another important climb on a 6,000 m high mountain 
in the Central Andes: the ascent of the southern glacier on the 
Tupungato Volcano (6,650 m). Tupungato, the second highest 
mountain in the province of Mendoza and number fourteen in 
the Andes, is a beautiful dome with glaciers that cascade down 
to the east and to the south; these glaciers are the sources of the 
Tunuyán and Tupungato rivers. The normal route, first climbed 
by Matthias Zurbriggen (the Swiss guide who was also the first to 
climb Aconcagua), straddles the border between Argentina and 
Chile. The approach march takes at least three or four days.

The CAM colleagues had managed to get the Argentine National 
Gendarmerie to organize an expedition to attempt to climb 
the southern glacier in commemoration of the CAM’s 25th 
anniversary. The head of the Gendarmes, Burgos Santa Cruz, was 
also a mountaineer, and as this security force is in charge of the 
country’s borders, it seemed appropriate to climb a mountain 

80.  Juan Carlos Tretrop, La vida es un Camino; Ulises Vitale; Interview with author, 2013.



Members of the expedition that made the first ascent of Tupungato’s southern glacier, at the start of their climbing route.
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At that time, Marmolejo had probably only been climbed a few 
times (the first was in the 1940s). Making up the team were Tito 
Vendrell, Tretrop and a mountaineer called Stornini, as well as 
Fernando and his guest Menescal.
The muleteer Francisco Arriagada led them to the foot of the 
mountain, through the Portillo Argentino pass.
After several days of living and fraternizing on the mountain, 
Menescal - who turned out to be a Rio de Janeiro «Carioca» through 
and through, brother of one of the creators of the Bossa Nova and 
a member of the organizing committee for the huge celebrations 
marking Rio de Janeiro’s 400th anniversary - announced that if 
they made it to the summit and he became the first Brazilian to 
reach it, the entire group would be invited and all expenses paid 
by the city of Rio, to this great event. To the weather-beaten and 
dusty mendocinos, crammed into a small tent and eating tinned 
food in those extreme conditions, the idea of spending a few days 
partying in the vibrant city of carnivals must have given wings to 
their feet for the rest of the climb.

Summit day dawned overcast and cold. Grajales and the others
gritted their teeth and set off upwards until they reached the highest 
point only to discover... that it was a false summit, separated from 
the main summit by a fissure and a col. They decided to call it the 
Carioca Pre-Summit, which satisfied their guest who was ready to 
return to the lowlands, despite failing to reach the main summit.

CERRO HUASCARÁN 
Although Grajales had already turned 40 years old and his 
mountaineering colleagues were of a similar age (except Vitale, 
who was the youngest), his climbing expeditions had not declined 
in number. The urge was ever-present and everyone remained fit. 

One day we all met up at the 6,100 meter camp. Tito Vendrell 
and I were to go back to the 5,500 m camp, wait there for 
two days and then go back up to accompany those who were 
leaving the next day for the summit on their descent. When 
we arrived at the tent, chatting and eating, Vendrell and I 
agreed that instead of resting we would take the tent and food 
up to the high camp, as it seemed to us that two of the four 
were not feeling up to the summit attempt. That is exactly 
what happened. The next day we reached the two tents at the 
top and all four of them were there. Fernando was not well 
and the officer who was going to film them didn’t want to go 
on either. It was decided that the next day Vendrell would 
head down with them and I would join the roped team to the 
summit.

The roustabout had been promoted.

It was a long and easy climb across clear ice, with no big 
crevasses, along the ridge that borders with Chile until we 
reached the summit’s 6,550 meter mark, which had never 
before been attempted from that side of the mountain.8282

CERRO MARMOLEJO 
Grajales mentored the following expedition a few months later. He 
wanted to climb Marmolejo, the southernmost 6,000 m peak in the 
world, with his Brazilian friend Ricardo Menescal. The mountain’s 
impressive slopes, which Fernando no doubt had admired from 
the Tunuyán valley, rises to the south of the Tupungato volcano. 
The ascent from Argentina is longer and slightly more technical 
than from Chile, which is why its eastern face is rarely explored. 

82.  Juan Carlos Tretrop, La Vida es un Camino, p. 48.
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many mishaps on the long bus journey they all met up in Lima 
with the basic equipment. And after even more hours traveling 
by train and dilapidated buses they arrived at the foot of the 
mountain. Supposedly it was the dry and sunny season, but it was 
so overcast that only once during the whole approach did they get 
a view of the mountain.

«During our hike up the gorge it rained every single day and they 
teased Magnani about it mercilessly,» said Busquets.84

At high altitude, the rain turned to snow and the constant fog 
prevented them from seeing the route up ahead. When they had 
climbed close to 6,000 m they came across a rimaye (a crevasse at 
the headwall of a glacier). To get around it, they would have had to 
perform a complicated and dangerous maneuver. They decided to 
go down to the lowlands and leave the summit for another time.
Back in Mendoza, daily life was not going well either. Fernando 
and his wife Beatriz had traveled to Brazil, Peru and Chile together. 
On this last trip, they were accompanied by Ulises Vitale: together, 
the three of them climbed the Villarrica volcano, and Fernando 
and Ulises also reached the top of the Osorno volcano. However, 
with his marriage floundering Grajales began to spend more time 
on the farm at Ugarteche than at home. Forty years later, Beatriz 
Díaz recalls that period of crisis:

On a trip we made to Europe, [Fernando] was already 
unhappy. We were in Venice and he wasn’t interested in seeing 
anything, he stayed in the hotel... After that he went on an 
expedition with Tamaro Rizzuto, and we flew back separately. 
On his return he stayed for long periods on the farm…85

84. Roberto Busquets, Interview with the author, 2009.
85. Beatriz Díaz, Interview with the author, 2009. 

But their main motivation was «being together and exploring», 
regardless of their different personalities, occupations and 
incomes. Once again, Tretrop’s anecdotes serve to illustrate their 
camaraderie:

And once again it was our short, lawyer, climber and friend 
Mandinga [Magnani], who appeared with a proposition 
for his friends and fellow adventurers: «Since the last two 
expeditions have not been successful, except for the amount of 
water that has fallen on us, what do you say if we go to a place 
where between May and August there is not a single cloud in 
the sky?». He was referring to Huascarán, in the Cordillera 
Blanca in Peru.

Right from the outset our expedition was split into two camps: 
poor and rich. The first group, me included, didn’t have any 
money, but had all the time in the world: the rich, poor them, 
had money but no time. The organization therefore was 
also divided in two and Enrique Soler, Tito Vendrell and I 
concentrated on finding out how we could travel more cheaply 
(...).

Of course the rich, Fernando Grajales, Tito Magnani and 
Mordazzi, president of the Club Andinista Mendoza, had no 
problems. They went to an agency, bought plane tickets and 
decided that the excess baggage would be sent on the bus with 
us poor folk.83

In Santiago de Chile, they were joined by Roberto Busquets, the 
Chilean who had been part of the Dhaulagiri expedition and who 
was a good friend of Grajales and Magnani. After the poor group’s 

83. Juan Carlos Tretrop, La Vida es un Camino, p. 49.
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In 1969, after thirteen years together and without having  
had children, Fernando and Beatriz decided to go their own 
separate ways.

CERRO LANGTANG HIMAL
In 1974, at the age of 50, Grajales made one last expedition to a 
big mountain chain. He took part in an expedition organized by 
the Italian Alpine Club to the base of Mt. Langtang Himal, in the 
Himalayas. Fernando took advantage of the trip to explore once 
again that mighty mountain range and to revisit the Nepalese 
culture that he held so dear.

- ¶ -

Chapter VII 
THE ENTREPRENEURIAL  

PHASE  

Grajales Expeditions
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When he returned to Mendoza, Grajales made an important 
change in his life: he left agriculture for good and went to live in 
the high mountain areas of Mendoza, an area that contained many 
of the milestones of his mountaineering career and that he was 
as familiar with as the local muleteers. Between Polvaredas and 
Las Cuevas, ‘el Gallego’ had explored practically every gorge: the 
Blanco II River, the valley of the Tupungato River from Punta de 
Vacas, the Vargas and Matienzo gorges, the Horcones and Vacas 
river valleys and the high, windy plateaus of Cristo Redentor.

Fernando moved into the brand new Cruz de Caña mountain 
refuge, in what would later become Los Penitentes ski resort, and 
began to look for a way to make a living from mountain activities. 
The sequence in which these events happened is significant. It was 
not a commercial opportunity that attracted Grajales to the high 
mountain, but exactly the opposite: living in Cruz de Caña was 
a life decision which subsequently melded into his ambition to 
create a venture that could support that decision.

Rudy Parra, another pioneer of logistics services for expeditions, 
experienced that stage first hand. Son of a mountaineer and 
head of the CAM, Rudy knew Grajales from the mountaineering 
community. In the late 1960s, Fernando had donated rolls of film 
to him for an expedition to the Cordón del Plata and in another 
instance, had given him advice on climbing Aconcagua. A text by 
Parra captures Fernando’s drive in tackling his new venture:

He sold his farm in Ugarteche (Tamaro Rizzuto was his 
business partner) and then began the task of organizing treks 
to the mountain

The name of Fernando Grajales  

is also prominently visible and constantly  

evoked with regard to Mendocino 

mountaineering. For many, as one Mendocino 

guide told me, Grajales “inventó el Aconcagua” 

(invented Aconcagua). In addition  

to being a world-class climber,  

Grajales founded one of the first and  

most successful service-providing agencies  

for the Aconcagua industry.

Joy Logan8687

86.  The entire quote reads: “Today, both Ibáñez and Grajales, sporadically present in international mountaineering 
stories and on Aconcagua maps, are ineradicably present on the geophysical Aconcagua. Theirs are names 
that most climbers both see and hear. Ibáñez is the name of a second site in the mountain, besides the 1953 
route. On the North, or Normal Route (the most travelled one), at the end of the Playa Ancha, Ibáñez is 
where most expeditions stop for lunch on the way up to base camp at Plaza de Mulas and again on the 
way down. The name of Fernando Grajales is also prominently visible and constantly evoked with regard to 
Mendocino mountaineering. For many, as one Mendocino guide told me, Grajales “inventó el Aconcagua” 
(invented Aconcagua). In addition to being a world-class climber, Grajales founded one of the first and most 
successful service-providing agencies for the Aconcagua industry”. (Joy Logan, Aconcagua. The Invention of 
Mountaineering on America’s Highest Peak, Tucson, University of Arizona Press, 2011, p. 121)

“

”



116 117

C
ap

ítu
lo

 V
II

 - 
M

on
ta

ña
s e

n 
al

pa
rg

at
as

 - 
La

 v
id

a 
de

 F
er

na
nd

o 
G

ra
ja

les

 

MENDOZA MOUNTAIN ACTIVITIES ASSOCIATION (TN)
Mendoza - December 10th, 1976 
Mr Fernando Grajales, 
Cruz de Caña Ski Club Refuge,
PUENTE DEL INCA  - Mendoza

We are pleased to write to you to forward the attached note CE: 81-6- 4072/22 from the 
Argentine army granting you authorization to form a tourism company based in the Cruz de 
Caña Ski Club Refuge, and a copy of the note sent by this Association to the command of the 8th 
Infantry Mountain Brigade expressing our thanks.

On behalf of all the institutions affiliated with the AMAM, we wish you every success in this new 
endeavor, which represents another milestone in your long and distinguished career in mountain 
activities, and we take this opportunity to extend the assurances of our highest consideration. 

    Alfred B. Gagliano                            Col. (RE) Valentín Ugarte
          Secretary                                                 President

 (TN-Translator’s note: AMAM after its initials in Spanish)

(an idea he had brought back from his travels in Nepal) and 
together with Magnani (a real powerhouse for innovative 
ideas), we spent many hours talking about our prospects and 
areas for future development.

All the money he made from the sale of the land he invested in 
the purchase of mules and tethers for the animals. We traveled 
many, many kilometers in the Precordillera and high valleys 
looking for animals for the herd and making contact with 
muleteers and locals. Many, many days were devoted to the 
search.87

Parra was a member of the Cruz de Caña Ski Club, in Los 
Penitentes, and was involved in talks that led to the club granting 
a concession to Grajales to run their refuge where he “had 
settled; in the winter he had snow and in the summer trekking 
and expeditions to Aconcagua”.8888 In December 1976, Fernando 
obtained official authorization to operate on Aconcagua and in the 
surrounding area. It was the formal creation of a family business 
that would outlive him and become one of the leading expedition 
companies in Argentina.

Alejandro Randis - one of the best Argentine climbers of the ‘70s 
and ‘80s, one of the first local guides and a key figure over the past 
two decades in Mendoza’s school for mountain guides - besides 
being one of the protagonists of that era, is a keen observer. Randis, 
reflecting on the progressive approach adopted by Grajales and his 
contemporaries, praises Fernando’s initiative to provide services 
in the high mountains:

87. Rudy Parra, Mis recuerdos de Fernando Grajales. Testimonial sent to Mabel Abad de Grajales.
88. Rudy Parra, Mis recuerdos de Fernando Grajales. Testimonial sent to Mabel Abad de Grajales. 

 The document from 1976, 
which marked Grajales 

Expeditions’ formal launch 
and the beginning of a new era 

on Cerro Aconcagua 
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meters of snow, dressed for the high mountain but with his sleeves 
rolled up and hair already grey”.90

The contingent got out at the refuge, everyone ate lunch and the 
bus continued on its way with one less passenger. “We had lunch 
together and when the time came for me to leave, I preferred to 
stay,” says Mabel. It was the beginning of a relationship that was 
to last until Fernando’s death. “I did rejoin the tour, but when it 
was over I returned to Mendoza and together we traveled to Mar 
del Plata, where my parents, grandfather, brothers and sisters, 
nephews and nieces lived... we took the entire family by surprise”. 
Given the suddenness of it all, the relationship between father-in-
law and son-in-law was distant at first, but over time they became 
fast friends.91

Although Mabel uses adjectives sparingly in her story, she conveys 
nonetheless the intense bond that the couple shared. She left the 
seaside and moved to an unfamiliar and harsh environment, at an 
altitude of 2,500 m. “Although Fernando had only been living in 
the mountains for a year, his whole life had revolved around the 
mountains. For me, it was a very difficult adjustment, but having 
Fernando by my side made everything easier”.92 Mabel helped 
to run the refuge and Fernando’s trekking and horseback riding 
programs prospered.
In 1979 Fernando Nicolás, the couple’s only child, was born.
Fernandito spent his first years in the mountains. “Every night 
Fernando would carry him outside in his arms to look at the stars 
and talk to him…

Fernandito has that on his hard drive,” jokes Mabel.93

90. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.
91. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.
92. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.
93. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.

Grajales is the epitome of pioneering greatness on Aconcagua.  
Both he and Rudy pioneered provider services on Aconcagua.
Over time, the role of guides, etc. was developed, but they 
were the first to appreciate that Aconcagua presented an 
opportunity to create wealth. Younger people, or those of us 
who adopted the mountain as the mainstay of our lives, owe a 
lot to him and to Rudy. They were the cornerstone.89

At the Cruz de Caña refuge, Grajales offered food, lodging and 
excursions to visitors traveling on the Trans-Andean Railway 
or who arrived by car to see tourist attractions such as Puente 
del Inca, Cristo Redentor or the incipient Los Penitentes ski 
resort. He also provided pack mule services and logistics for the 
mountaineers who were attempting to climb Aconcagua. In his 
free time, Fernando transformed the refuge’s living room into a 
veritable mountaineering museum that brought together his great 
passions: the earth’s highest peaks and photography.

LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT
Summer passed and the snowy winter of 1977 arrived. Grajales 
remained in Cruz de Caña serving meals to skiers and tourists. 
One day in August, when he was finishing shoveling the snow 
piled up by the side of Route 7, he saw the midday bus arriving 
with passengers who were going to have lunch at the refuge, and 
decided to take a break.

And this is how Mabel Abad, a tourist from Mar del Plata who was 
traveling in the bus to visit Las Cuevas, first saw him: “I noticed 
him by the side of the road, waiting for the bus taking tourists to 
have lunch. He wasn’t inconspicuous. He was surrounded by two 

89. Alejandro Randis; Author, personal communication, 2010.
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tourism became, based on this premise, a hybrid that combines 
the uncertain and unpredictable elements of adventure travel 
with the notion of programmed and risk-free travel favored by 
the tourist industry. “People who had never even thought about 
mountaineering were suddenly inspired to try it,” says Geoffrey 
Norman.96

This definition was perfectly suited to the burgeoning 
mountaineering industry on Aconcagua at that time. The ‘80s 
was a decade of commercial expeditions and of setting records 
(some sporting and others bizarre, like taking a table to the top of 
the mountain, and standing on it to become “the person who had 
climbed the highest  in the Americas”97). 

96. Geoffrey Norman, Two for the Summits: My Daughter, The Mountains, and Me, New York, Plume, 2000 
(quoted by Joy Logan in, Aconcagua. The Invention of Mountaineering on America’s Highest Peak, p. 98)
97. 97. Vicente Chiaranda did this in 1986. The anecdote appears without further particulars in several 
publications: http://www.perrosalpinos.cl/relatoshistoricos-aconcaguapolacos.html

That same year, Rudy Parra left his job with Mendoza’s Police 
Search and Rescue Patrol and began working with Grajales:

… that business relationship lasted three seasons, until I made 
the decision to go it alone.  For years after that, despite being 
business competitors, we still managed to keep our friendship 
alive and whenever we were in the mountains we often had 
dinner together and collaborated on certain services and 
mutual assistance.94

THE BOOM IN ADVENTURE TOURISM
In the late ‘70s Aconcagua, being the highest mountain on the 
planet outside of the Himalayas (at an elevation of almost 7,000 
m) was already attracting climbers from all over the world.  This 
factor, its relatively easy access, plus the boom in mountaineering, 
had made Aconcagua a good alternative gateway to the great 
heights. However, the activity was still limited to sportsmen 
and women or experienced mountaineers who organized their 
expeditions independently.
In 1983, the North American Dick Bass climbed Aconcagua 
together with Frank Wells. After uttering a “Tarzan yell” on the 
summit, 95 Bass set out to climb the highest mountains on each 
continent and created the  Seven Summits concept/product. When 
he finally managed to climb Everest, led by the professional guide 
David Breashears, Bass had completed the circuit and published 
the book ‘Seven Summits’. The book’s success and the fact that 
the biggest of the expeditions, to Everest, was “commercial” or 
guided, are milestones which have led some authors to define the 
‘80s as the decade of the boom in adventure tourism. Adventure 

94. Rudy Parra, Mis recuerdos de Fernando Grajales. Testimonial sent to Mabel Abad de Grajales.
95 Joy Logan, Aconcagua. The Invention of Mountaineering on America’s Highest Peak, Tucson, University of  
Arizona Press, 2011, p. 89.

In 1982 the Yugoslavian climbers who opened a difficult route on the South Face and 
 for whom Grajales had provided services, signed the company’s logbook.
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always remained especially devoted to his friends and made time 
to escape to the mountains (he and Don Andrés did a long trek in 
the Ramada mountain range in San Juan).
The Grajales channeled all their energies into providing a good 
service, and season after season the company prospered while at 
the same time the number of climbing expeditions on Aconcagua 
increased. Other outfitters emerged and the base camps like Plaza 
de Mulas and Confluencia went from being isolated places to 
cosmopolitan tent cities.
At an institutional level, Grajales took part in projects that 
transcended his activities on the mountain and that drew him into
Mendoza’s society. Perhaps the most important was the Aconcagua 
Provincial Park. In 1983, the generation of mountaineers 
comprising Grajales, Magnani, Parra and others, put their good 
reputations and experience behind the creation of the Nature 
Reserve, which by law placed Cerro Aconcagua under the 
administrative control of the provincial government. The park 
not only established a framework for environmental protection 
and management, but also generated genuine resources (such 
as charging a fee for trekking and climbing permits issued to 
mountaineers on Aconcagua).
Grajales was the main instigator of an initiative making it 
compulsory for the Aconcagua entry permit to be processed in 
person in the city of Mendoza. Until then, foreign and Argentine 
expeditions would travel from Santiago de Chile or Buenos Aires 
directly to Puente del Inca or Penitentes. As a result of Grajales’ 
proposal for this simple measure, the city of Mendoza (with its 
hotels, restaurants, transportation and other local services) is now 
included in the itineraries of the approximately 7,000 visitors who 
arrive at Aconcagua every season. But this decision to make the 
application for permits a personal procedure in Mendoza had 
repercussions that are harder to gauge than its economic impact. 

When Dick Bass published his bestseller, Grajales -who had 
started his company ten years earlier- already had 280 foreign 
and 12 Argentine clients. To Fernando, adventure tourism meant 
combining the unscheduled lifestyle of the high mountains and of 
the muleteers, with the commitment to punctuality and reliability 
that forms the basis of a service company.
An anecdote told by Don Andrés García, the mountaineer who
had been on the first ascent of Cerro Negro Pabellón and who 
worked with Grajales throughout this period, illustrates this:

We had a trek with some clients and we needed animals. 
Fernando went down to Uspallata in his Ford F100, to look for 
the only muleteer around. The man assured him that at three 
o’clock in the afternoon the next day he would be in Penitentes 
with ten mules. But at three o’clock he hadn’t arrived, neither 
had he at six, nor at eight o’clock.  So Fernando set off once 
again to look for him... and the man was at home, and said: “Ah 
yes, I was about to get going, I’m on my way...” And Fernando: 
“But the clients have to leave first thing tomorrow!”. And the 
muleteer: “Well, they’ll just have to leave in the afternoon 
then…”. In the end, the clients had to be entertained and had 
to leave the following day. Theirs were different cultures.98

Grajales and Don Andrés dealt with the logistics and Mabel kept a 
record of the reservations and transportation in a little notebook, 
by hand. And the couple was raising Fernando Jr. They continued 
this way for the first few years of his life, until the boy’s education 
compelled them to move to the city of Mendoza. From then on, 
Fernando Sr. would go up to the mountains during the summer 
and run his company from an office that had been set up in the old 
lodge at Puente del Inca. Despite his many activities, ‘el Gallego’ 

98. Andrés García; Author, personal communication, 2009.
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In the words of Grajales himself: “Aconcagua took on another 
dimension for Mendoza; our ownership began to be validated, and 
issues pertaining to the mountain became part of our culture”.9999

In the field of educating and training new mountaineers, Fernando 
Grajales was also very involved with the ‘Valentín Ugarte’ 
Provincial School for Mountain and Trekking Guides. When the 
school was created, at the beginning of the 1990s, the Himalayan 
and Andean veteran was one of the few mountaineers to receive 
an honorary degree. 

Grajales’ relationship with the younger generation of mountaineers 
developed - as it should - in the field. Fernando was always 
mindful of the advancement of mountaineering and through his 
role as service provider supported the CAM’s annual expedition to 
Aconcagua. Mauricio Fernández, a young climber from Mendoza 
who later would begin his guiding career working with Grajales, 
was part of CAM’s 1986 expedition. Mauricio has fond memories 
of those years: “Fernando was always very willing to support 
expeditions. He provided us with mules for CAM’s ‘86 expedition, 
and also once when I attempted the South Face”.100 In the late 
‘80s and during the ‘90s, the veteran mountaineer and the guide 
became close friends. They worked together (on a documentary 
for Austrian television for instance) and had long conversations 
when at Puente del Inca:

We would sit in a secluded spot he’d chosen, eat green grapes 
and brown bread and drink wine... even in high season, 
Fernando made time to talk... one would arrive with a head 
full of other worries and he’d say “come in, sit down for a 
while”... We shared very philosophical views, I believe that 
above all he was a philosopher. He had a view of life that he 

99. Nicolás García, “Es parte de nuestra cultura”, Los Andes (Mendoza), Saturday, January 25th, 2003, ‘Society’ 
Section.
100. Mauricio Fernández; Author, personal communication, 2009.

Fernando Grajales’ son (“Fernandito”).
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Mabel and Fernando also began early on to include Fernando Jr. 
in the logistics game of strategy that constituted the family-owned 
company. There were no cell phones, much less satellite phones.
There was no Internet and most of the reservations arrived initially
by post or later by that incredibly novel technology: the fax 
machine.
Don Andrés guided the groups that hiked to Cerro Penitentes 
or to Plaza Francia (below Aconcagua’s South Face) and their 
transport vehicles would travel the 180 km between Mendoza and 
Puente del Inca or Penitentes. Grajales Sr. coordinated this entire 
whirlwind of elements that sometimes refused to go according 
to plan: international flights, hotels, overland transfers, huge 
quantities of equipment, supplies for camps, mules and their 
muleteers, billing and payments. “It was the everyday details that 
caused stress,”  - explains Fernando Jr. - but at critical times and 
when difficult decisions had to be made, my father’s mental clarity 
was impressive”.103

The company received more and more clients every season and 
treks lasting several days gave rise firstly to logistics services for 
high mountain expeditions and, as of the year 2000, to proprietary 
expeditions, which include everything from mountain guides to 
camps and all services. Grajales Expeditions became established 
as one of the main service companies on Aconcagua and as one 
of the few local providers that could compete on an equal footing 
with the international companies that had traditionally run the 
business.
Having “burned his bridges” at the age of 55 to start from scratch 
once more, ‘el Gallego’ finally achieved a stable financial outlook. 
He and Mabel bought, in the city of Mendoza, an apartment with 
picture windows from where the Precordillera looked as if it were 
just within reach.

103. Fernando Grajales Jr.; Author, personal communication.

was able to translate into actions. Even as an entrepreneur he 
had such a relaxed view of things that it was amazing. Also, 
his life had so often hung by a thread, so often on a razor’s 
edge, that he was very finely attuned to it..101

Soon a new player joined the group of young climbers on their 
trips to the mountains. Fernando Grajales Jr. -Fernandito- was 
several years younger than them, but exceptional mountaineering 
was part of his DNA and he had spent his childhood at the foot 
of Aconcagua, among guides, pickup trucks and mules. In fact, 
his first contact with a 5,000 m high peak occurred at the age of 
thirteen: the plan was to venture out with a friend to Plaza de 
Mulas, the base camp at 4,200 m, but Fernandito was tempted to 
go for the summit and continued on upwards. When he arrived at 
Nido de Cóndores camp (5,400 m), a radio communication with 
his father put an abrupt end to his first foray and sent the boy 
hurrying back to Puente del Inca.

But apart from that prudent order to withdraw,’el Gallego’ supported 
and encouraged Fernandito’s excursions unconditionally. 
And although he was too old to keep up with the young cubs, 
Fernando Sr. accompanied him: “He would take us to Vallecitos 
or to Laguna del Diamante and wait for us with an asado after the 
climb,” says Fernando Jr. “We also made several trips in a pickup 
truck to the north of the country, with Magnani”.102 The Grajales’s 
fostered their only son’s adventurous spirit: before his 20th 
birthday, Fernandito had already experienced grueling climbs in 
the Himalayas, including expeditions to Yannu, Ama Dablam and 
Broad Peak. By the age of 16 he had climbed Aconcagua and big 
wall routes (multi-pitch rock climbs) in Yosemite. Years later, in 
2012, Fernando Grajales Jr. would reach the summit of Mt. Everest.
101. Mauricio Fernández; Author, personal communication, 2009.
102. Fernando Grajales Jr.; Author, personal communication.
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Grajales was working hard on preparations for the 2003-2004 
season when his family doctor broke the news to him that he 
had skin cancer, the result of a lifetime spent outdoors. Fernando 
requested two things: that he not be hospitalized and that his body 
be buried in the Mountaineer’s Cemetery, near Aconcagua. What 
followed exemplifies the Grajales way of doing things, even in the 
worst scenarios: Mabel and Fernando Jr. rearranged the apartment 
and right then and there took over the responsibility of caring for 
Fernando. In between trips to Buenos Aires to see specialists and 
for two major operations, mother and son -together with Don 
Andrés García- managed to pull through the season successfully.

Fernando Grajales died on Wednesday, April 14th, 2004, with his 
wife and son by his side. He was buried in the spot he had chosen. 
He is survived by the mountain landmarks that bear his name (the  
Ibáñez-Grajales-Marmillod route, the Canaleta Grajales, Grajales 
refuge) and Grajales Expeditions, a company that every year leads 
hundreds of people through the terrain that he loved so much.

Fernando Grajales was true to his beliefs, a man who could look 
back on his life with serenity. “One never knows if what one did was 
for the greater good or not; one will never know whether the path 
that was not taken would have been better or worse,” Fernando 
would say in a philosophical mood.104 In a 1999 interview he 
offered a reflection on the path he had chosen and traveled: “At the 
end of life the most important values that remain are to have acted 
with fairness, to have been a good sportsman, a good professional 
in the mountains, to have helped as many people as one possibly 
could”.105

104. 104. Mabel Abad de Grajales; Author, personal communication.
105. Sandra Pien, «El señor del Aconcagua», Soldados, July 1999, p. 5.

ANNEX I 
  

 



ALL IN GOOD TIME 

By Mabel Abad de Grajales

What amazed me about Fernando, was how resourceful he was 
faced with any given situation.  The more serious the problem, 
the better he solved it. We could go for an asado in the mountains 
with nothing but some meat and wine. He would find the sunniest 
place, generally in the foothills, sheltered, with a small stream 
nearby, firewood and kindling, a piece of wire for staking the 
meat, stones to support an improvised grill and of course, a poker. 
Before we ate, he would prepare a place to sleep a siesta, so that 
the sun would hit him in just the right spot, with his backpack as 
a pillow.
If we went along a road he hadn’t been on before and we were 
looking for a path down to a riverbank to camp, I would stop at 
the very first one and say: “Fernando, here’s a beautiful path!” And 
he would reply that there had to be a better one further along. 
And he was right: a few meters away there was a better one. Oh...
what it is to be equipped for life from childhood! If, besides 
contemplating nature we explain and study it, mistakes are rarely 
made. Fernando once told an old, expert muleteer: “Tomorrow 
don’t cross the river after 10 o’clock. The muleteer crossed it and 
the Cuevas river swept him, his horse and a loaded mule away.

Driving along the most winding roads imaginable, Fernando 
would have a cigarette or pipe in one hand and in the other his 
lighter and a tamper to pack the tobacco into the pipe (“silly little 
pipe” he called it). And at the same time as he was driving and 
smoking, he would be pointing things out to me: “See that little 
snowy peak? I  was there with so and so in such and such a year...”. 
Or “Look at that sky!”
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and, in return, receiving his own son’s guidance. Fernando was 
also the best ‘uncle’ to his friends’ children: he would hop into a 
playpen to play with them, take them up mountains, cross rivers 
in his Jeep with them and buy them the biggest ice cream cones.

How could I forget the Cruz de Caña Ski Club? Fernando 
transformed the wooden refuge that the army had donated to 
the club, thanks to ‘Negro’ Nazar, into a proper museum and 
mountaineering school. The living room had, in the center, a large 
wood-burning stove and on the walls there were photos - some 
award-winning - that Fernando had taken of his ascents, and 
camping gear that he had used decades ago. Always impeccable, 
the floor may have been cement, but it was always scrubbed clean. 
The exterior had to have a coat of marine varnish applied every 
year. We didn’t have electricity, so after lunch we would darken the 
living room, turn on the generator and Fernando would project 
photos of Aconcagua and mountain excursions. To tourists and 
climbers he gave long explanations to do with logistics. When 
we almost went to war with Chile, in 1978, the gendarmes came 
around and Fernando spread out maps of the mountain range and 
showed them mountain passes that they didn’t even know existed. 
He was an expert.

Fernando had already planted more than twelve thousand trees 
and had a child. When anyone asked him when he was going to 
write a book, he would answer: “There are lots of people who have 
better things to say than myself ”. Well Fernando, here it is: this 
book is for you! (TN)

(TN:This passage refers to a saying attributed to the Cuban poet José Martí who wrote that “there are three 
things that everyone should do during a lifetime: plant a tree, have a child and write a book”.) 

Mabel Abad de Grajales 

One night he drove to dinner at Magnani’s country house and 
on his way back, while going over a level crossing in Lujan, he 
didn’t see the train coming and it plowed into him. Yes, Fernando 
struck the train’s second wheel and was dragged for 50 meters.  
When his beloved Ford F100 finally came to a standstill, Fernando 
immediately reached for his cigarettes and matches. Then the 
engineer appeared and asked him where the occupants were. 
“Only me,” replied Fernando. He was calm, smoking. Maybe he 
was thinking of one of his favorite phrases: ‘All in good time’. He 
waited for a car to pass by and asked to be taken to Ulises Vitale’s 
house, in Luján. The trouble was that the next morning when 
Magnani went over the same level crossing he saw the wreck of 
the pickup. He arrived in Mendoza and called the hospitals and 
even the morgue, but they couldn’t find him ... Fernando was 
sleeping at Ulises’ place! 
I wasn’t mistaken that day, on August 8th, 1977 when I saw him 
standing by the side of the road. Although he liked the good life, 
he could dispense with everything. Everything was replaceable. 
What was essential to him were fair treatment and putting on a 
friendly face. Fernando always repeated something he’d once 
heard a North American say: “After 40, everyone is responsible 
for his or her own face”.

The mountains were his life, where he belonged, but when we met,
his greatest wish was to have a child. I wanted that too and that 
particular summit we did climb together: he was 55 years-old and 
I was 34 when Fernandito was born. Fernando was an excellent 
companion and father to him. From warming the diapers on his 
own body before changing him on those freezing nights at the 
Cruz de Caña Refuge, to offering him advice every step of the way 



MY UNCLE AND I

By Sebastián Abad Laterra

Over time you learn that the true expert is modest about his 
prowess, discreet in word and deed, calm and at the same time 
efficient.

It seems, for example, that he walks slowly, although, even so,

he advances further in less time.

I didn’t understand it back then.

I was at that uncertain age that is childhood, when things are the 
way they are, good or bad, and there is nothing to judge or to 
quantify.

Wind and air were one and the same.

There is something, however, that we do have as children that, I 
believe, tends to atrophy over the years, and that is the ability to 
recognize authenticity.

They were my first daring forays as a city boy to the Andes and 
I soon realized that it was not the same to go for a walk with a 
random person than to go for a walk with my uncle. Random 
people (generally from Buenos Aires) would hurry along for a 
while and then get distracted, believing that things were close 
when in fact they were far away and when they walked it seemed 
as if the stones made a clatter all around them. They figured it 
would take the same amount of time to go up as to come down 
and spoke into the wind as if their voice could be heard. But most 
of all, random people talked too much.

The visitors who came to the Cruz de Caña Refuge at that time, in 
fact it was probably the last year of the ‘70s, talked too much while 
they walked, and moved their legs without advancing.
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My uncle, on the other hand, seemed not to move his legs at all, 
but as soon as you looked away for a second he was so far ahead 
that you had to run to catch up with him. His footfall made no 
noise. I always remember his feet in alpargatas.

Perhaps it’s memory that adds or erases, but it seemed as though 
the stones aligned to mark out a secret path visible only to him. 
And although he liked to talk a lot, when he walked he was silent.

One day when we had gone a little further than usual he stopped 
in his tracks and said, “When you walk, always look back, people 
get lost in the mountains because they walk without looking back 
the way they came; the landscape is different when you’re going 
than when you’re coming back”.

Now far away in space and time from those lessons at the foot 
of Penitentes mountain, I’ve had to learn not to get lost in cities 
mapped out in medieval times, and how often have I stopped in 
my tracks and looked back and studied the landscape to find the 
ways that will later guide me back.

Conversing with gringos or muleteers alike, loading and unloading 
his F100 pickup (which he drove without looking where he was 
going, much to everyone’s terror on every bend). I remember him 
this way.

We will never know whether the words we say will be remembered 
by someone forever.

Pausing to look back nowadays also means seeing what the past 
has to tell us.

Walk as if asking the path for permission.

Don’t underrate the strength of a murky river.

Don’t stand behind a skittish animal.

One day he told me: if you get lost in the mountains you have to 
walk at night and sleep by day.

Sebastián Abad Laterra



MY MEMORIES OF FERNANDO GRAJALES

By Rudy Parra

I met Fernando Grajales in 1968, when, as manager of Ferrania in 
Mendoza, he made a donation of photographic film to the Andes 
Talleres Sport Club, for an extensive expedition that five young 
mountaineers, myself included, carried out successfully to the 
Cordón del Plata mountain range.

Later, in 1969, when I was preparing for my first Aconcagua 
expedition, I went to see him with a couple of friends at his 
apartment on Godoy Cruz street, (in the district of Guaymallén). 
There, in his ‘bunker’ full of mountaineering memorabilia, he 
gave me the advice I needed to undertake the expedition with 
confidence and a good chance of success.

My father was President of the Club Andinista Mendoza (CAM) 
and climbing partner to Fernando as well as to Ibáñez, Magnani, 
Vitale, Perez Crivelli, Rázquin, Ugarte, and others; so I had heard 
people talk about him ever since I was a child.

Many years later, along with my respect for him, a friendship grew 
that continued practically until the end of his life.

He sold his farm in Ugarteche (Tamaro Rizzuto was his business 
partner) and began the task of organizing treks to the mountain 
(an idea he had brought back from his travels in Nepal) and 
together with Magnani (a real powerhouse for innovative ideas), 
we spent many hours talking about our prospects and areas for 
future development.

All the money he made from the sale of the land, he invested in the 
purchase of mules and tethers. We traveled many, many kilometers 
in the Precordillera and high valleys looking for animals for the 
herd and making contact with muleteers and locals. Many, many 
days were devoted to the search.
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He helped me considerably, as did Alfredo Magnani, during 
the preparation of what was to be my first written work about 
mountain climbing: “Guía Práctica y rutas de ascensión del Cerro 
Aconcagua” (1975) (“A Practical Guide and Climbing Routes for 
Mt. Aconcagua”)

Almost parallel to this, those of us who made up the Commission 
of the Cruz de Caña Ski Club in Penitentes, handed over the 
mountain refuge, which is still standing, and granted Fernando a 
concession to run it. He settled there; in the winter he had snow 
and in the summer trekking and expeditions to Aconcagua. I 
think the year was 1975.

When I left Mendoza’s Police Search and Rescue Patrol in 1979, 
we started working together and this business relationship lasted 
three seasons, until I made the decision to go it alone. 

For years after that, despite being business competitors, we still 
managed to keep our friendship alive, and whenever we were in 
the mountains we often had dinner together and collaborated on 
certain services and mutual assistance. 

He had a very special personality.  He was obsessive about his 
ideas and he would pursue, develop and put them into practice, 
while avoiding obstacles of every kind. He was a born battler 
and a friend to his friends. The company’s services have always 
been very good, and its professionalism and punctuality have 
ensured that even today it enjoys an excellent standing within the 
mountaineering community on Aconcagua. 

Because of conceptual differences, we argued a lot, not only to do 
with business but regarding objectives on the mountain, politics and 
everyday affairs; but in spite of this and despite our disagreements, 
in the end common sense and friendship always prevailed.

Today he is there, across the road from my house in Los Puquios, 
along with many of his mountaineering companions. The 
Mountaineer’s Cemetery was his final destination and it is there 
that one day we will meet again. 

Rudy Parra



FERNANDO GRAJALES

By Phil Ershler

When we think of certain mountains, we immediately associate  
a name with that peak. Sir Edmund Hillary and Everest, Bradford 
Washburn and Mt. McKinley, Edward Whymper and the 
Matterhorn, Fernando Grajales and Aconcagua. I met Fernando 
in 1981 as a young guide bringing my first team of climbers to 
Aconcagua. Fernando arranged our transportation and mule 
services. I knew immediately I had met a man with whom I would 
work for years and someone I would count as a dear friend.

Competent and passionate are the words which come to mind. 
Fernando loved the mountains and Aconcagua in particular. You 
could tell in his voice, in the way he spoke about his climbs and 
Aconcagua. He helped pioneer services to climbers on Aconcagua 
and all climbers will be forever grateful. Each time I came back,  
I was visiting an old friend. Gracias, mi amigo.

Phil Ershler
Ashford, Washington, 

April 22nd, 2012
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FERNANDO GRAJALES

By Gastón Oyarzún

The first time I heard about Fernando was when I read an article 
in a magazine featuring his first ascent of Aconcagua’s Southwest 
Ridge with the Marmillods.

Then I read the dramatic account of the Argentine expedition 
to Daulaghiri, in the Himalayas, in the ‘50s and at a time when 
many developed countries were setting their sights on mountains 
higher than 8,000 meters. Fernando also took part in that historic 
expedition.

But it wasn’t until the early 1980s that I had the opportunity to meet 
Fernando in person. I was in Mendoza accompanying a group of 
young Chilean women who were embarking on an adventure to 
climb Aconcagua via the Polish Glacier. Fernando provided them 
with support in the form of mules, valuable information and a 
lot of encouragement to this bevy of girls with high hopes. We 
were together, I remember, in his cabin-office in Penitentes. His 
wife, Mabel, was with him and a little boy, Fernandito, who was 
running around the yard.

I felt privileged to be having a conversation over a mate  
and a delicious Mendocino cheese with one of the mountaineers 
who had written such wonderful pages in the history of 
Argentine mountaineering and - let it be said - of Latin American 
mountaineering.

As the years passed, the get-togethers became more and more
frequent and regular. I started organizing and guiding small groups 
of climbers and adventurers with the aim of reaching the highest 
summit in America. And every time I traveled to Argentina I was 
assured of Fernando’s valuable assistance and sage advice and of 
Mabel’s kindness and warmth.

More recently, Fernandito, his son, has continued with the task 
that his father undertook more than 30 years ago: providing 
support and logistics to the numerous expeditions that arrive 
from far and wide. The original spirit remains. The techniques 
have changed, logistics have been modernized, regulations have 
brought order to the Aconcagua Provincial Park and we have 
grown older, with gray hair and wrinkles; but Fernando’s memory 
is alive every time we arrive at Penitentes, every time we see 
Aconcagua again with fresh eyes and experience the same thrill 
that we feel contemplating a mountain for the very first time; and 
every time -as always- we receive warmth and support from all 
who work there, from all those who champion the life’s work of 
Fernando Grajales regardless of the time gone by. 

Gastón Oyarzún
Instructor and high mountain guide

Chile, 2012
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Fernando (on the right, smiling), with his great friend Juan Carlos Tretrop, with whom he shared many adventures.

The important things in life?  

To have good friends. The moral strength of José Ingenieros.  

Enjoy life exploring nature. Develop a profession,  

an occupation that doesn’t exploit others”.

Fernando Grajales

“
”



GLOSSARY OF SPANISH WORDS 
 



Alpargatas - espadrilles; canvas, rope soled shoes 
Asado - a traditional Argentine barbeque 
Canaleta - couloir
Caña Colihue - Chusquea culeou, a species of evergreen  
bamboo with solid stems, native to the Valdivian rainforests
Cerro - mountain or hill
Colimba - slang for compulsory military service or the draft
Cordillera - mountain range
Cordón - mountain chain
Cristo Redentor - Christ the Redeemer
Cuarta Sección - 4th Section; a neighborhood  
in the city of Mendoza 
Cuyano - someone from the Cuyo region
Cuyo - a geographical region in the mountainous central-west  
of Argentina, comprising the provinces of San Juan,  
Mendoza and San Luis.
El Gallego - a person (male) from Galicia in Spain.  
An Argentine nickname used colloquially to refer  
to anyone of Spanish ancestry  
Estancia - a ranch, large farm or estate historically used  
to raise livestock
Gaucho - A herdsman and skilled horseman in southern  
South America, a symbol of national pride in Argentina,  
who retains his traditional way of dressing and customs. 
Jarilla - Larrea divaricata is a flowering, evergreen  
shrub endemic to southwestern South America

Mate - a South American infusion made by soaking dried leaves 
of the yerba mate plant in hot water and is served with a metal 
straw in a container typically made from a calabash gourd
Mendocinos - a native of Mendoza
Milanesa - breaded beef or chicken scallop, often eaten  
as a sandwich 
Paco - the common nickname for someone whose first name  
is Francisco
Pangue - Gunnera tinctoria or giant rhubarb is a plant with 
a large leaf that is native to parts of Chile and southwestern 
Argentina 
Payador - a folk singer who improvises 10-line verses,  
often ribald, based on recent events and accompanied by  
a guitar.  The payada was originally a Gaucho tradition
Portezuelo - mountain pass or col
Portillo - mountain pass
Precordillera - foothills of the Andes
Puna - an ecoregion in the high Andean plateaus of  
northern Argentina
Quebrada - ravine or gully
Tortas Fritas - literally ‘fried cakes’, made from leavened dough, 
flattened and cut into triangles or circles and deep fried - often 
served sprinkled with sugar 



Los Himalayas en la «edad de oro» del montañismo. 
Integrantes de la expedición argentina al Dhaulagiri en los tramos superiores de la montaña. 



Fernando Grajales durante la evacuación del cerro Mercedario, en San Juan, tras el intento invernal de 1953.  
Un tremendo temporal de nieve atrapó al grupo en un campamento de altura y debieron ser rescatados. 



1.  ADN de montaña. Mabel Abad  
de Grajales y Fernandito Grajales:  
la primera mochila del niño  
no fue escolar sino de montaña...

2.  Don Andrés García (con sombrero), 
Fernando Grajales, una mula  
y una carga. Todo un símbolo  
de la cordillera mendocina.

3.  Messner, Grajales y la Pared Sur. 
Grajales (ya con canas) prestó servicios 
logísticos en la apertura de la famosa 
«variante Messner» en la cara más 
difícil del cerro (1974). El tirolés fue  
el primer hombre en subir el Everest 
sin oxígeno y en alcanzar las cumbres 
de los 14 «ochomiles» de los Himalayas. 

4.  Transmisión por ósmosis. Fernando 
padre y Fernando hijo durante un 
descanso a nivel del mar.
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3

Un joven Fernando posando en su sitio preferido, las estribaciones de la Precordillera. 



Qventus non poreperferi si totae non ei-
cides erferrum acim conem nusa preribus 
voloritat aut ea nobis mi, cum qui occusae 
num volupta quid maximusam, vendio.

Psi totae non eicides erferrum acim 
conem nusa preribus voloritat aut ea nobis 
mi, cum qui occusae num volupta quid 
maximusam, vendio non poreperferi si 
totae non eicides erferrum acim conem 
nusa preribus voloritat aut ea nobis mi, 
cum qui occusae num volupta quid maxi-
musam, vendio.

Grajales atesoraba su cámara fotográfica y su fotómetro. Los conservó intactos  
a pesar de las severas condiciones que sufrieron durante muchos viajes y expediciones. 



Qventus non poreperferi si totae non ei-
cides erferrum acim conem nusa preribus 
voloritat aut ea nobis mi, cum qui occusae 
num volupta quid maximusam, vendio.

Un autoretrato de Fernando en su hábitat natural. 
La pipa era otro de sus objetos preciados. 
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1.  Grajales en la Cordillera mendocina
2. Remando en el Tigre
3.  «Porteando» carga a la usanza sherpa, 

en Nepal.
4.  Grajales en su carpa, durante un viaje 

a Perú. 
5.  Foto «de manual» de la técnica de 

avance encordado que se empleaba  
en los 50, en una arista nevada. 

6.  Una alpinista en su elemento. Dorly 
Marmillod en el Filo Sudoeste, pura 
fuerza y alegría.
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5

1.  Criaturas de las alturas. Grajales 
estableció profundas amistades con los 
sherpas durante la expedición del 54. 

2. Mocasines y grampones. 
3.  Ibáñez (con barba y aire de actor de 

cine) y Grajales, flanqueados por 
dos italianos durante el rescate en el 
Mercedario (1953).

4.  Fotografía tomada por Grajales 
durante la expedición al Dhaulagiri 
(1954). 

5.  Evacuación de Ibañez. Campamento  
a 7.000m en el Dhaulagiri (las dos)
Nepal.

1

2



Travesía glaciar en los Andes. 

Travesía glaciar en los Andes. 

Cara Oeste del Aconcagua

Refugio Independencia (6.300m), Aconcagua.

Grajales alpinista, durante un ascenso indeterminado en las montañas de Europa. 



Fernando en un campamento de altura en el Dhaulagiri. 




