
THE STONE SENTINEL 

Horcones Valley, Argentina 

e once met a young couple who’d almost achieved it on their honeymoon. 

Heavy panting and a hammering heart were the least of their worries; they’d 

risked pulmonary oedema, retina haemorrhage, vascular thrombosis, psychosis, 

and at least a good dose of frostbite. They were attempting to summit Aconcagua which, at 

a height of 6,962 metres, is the highest mountain in the Americas. Afterwards, standing 

beside us sipping wine in a hotel outside Mendoza, the young couple told us how they’d got 

within a couple of hundred metres of the peak when the girl flaked out with exhaustion, her 

life gradually ebbing from her. The husband had gawped, heartbroken by the tragic scene 

unfolding before his frost-coated eyes. He knew the object of his fervent desire was slipping 

from him forever…and then he turned his back from the snow-capped summit and went to 

help his wife. What a magnanimous gesture. What a wonderful start to married life. 

Wearing a tweed suit and a fulsome beard, the Swiss climber and mountain guide Mathias 

Zurbriggen was the first to summit Aconcagua on January 14th 1897. Ever since then the 

mountain has attracted a stream of adventurers, eccentrics and the downright foolhardy. In 

the climbing season of 1985/86 Fernando Garrido arrived with the intention of breaking the 

record for the longest stay at high altitude. Braving an acute lack of oxygen, 200 km/h winds 

and temperatures of -60, he managed a remarkable 66 days on the summit. This of course 

came nowhere near Juan Stepanek’s sojourn on the mountain: he remained at the Great 

Acarreo for a period of twenty years. Various climbers who’d seen Stepanek described him 

as sitting there with his head in his hands; when they tapped his shoulder he was as solid as 

marble. First lieutenant Valentin J. Ugarte eventually brought him down, though Stepanek’s 

spell on the mountain didn’t qualify him for a record, on account of his being dead for an 

indeterminable period of time. In January 1986 some Swiss climbers took a Peugeot bicycle 

to the summit, and proceeded to ride it part of the way down. A group of blind Spanish 

climbers summited in 1994, and in the same year a German couple set off for the top 

carrying their two year old daughter in their rucksack; at the Plaza de Mulas they were 

evacuated on the orders of a judiciary warrant. Of course, during the 1400’s the Incas were 

not nearly as squeamish as we are today; to appease the gods they often took their children 

to the top… and they always left them behind. 

In the Horcones Valley, at the foot of Aconcagua, is the Cementario Andinista, a cemetery 

for those who have died on the mountain. Resting on the graves are carabiners, ice screws, 

bits of frayed rope, bent spoons, bead necklaces, a dented cup here and a split boot there. 

Often there are photos of the deceased, the images fading with the passage of time. I step 

cautiously round a fresh-dug grave. A stone wall surrounds the cemetery and only about a 

third of the space is occupied. They say the gravediggers are a pessimistic lot up here. We’re 
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not the only ones to be wandering the cemetery: two young Austrians weave between the 

crosses, stooping over the tributes.  

‘We’re going up the mountain,’ they tell Christine.  

‘Should you really be in here?’ she asks. They shrug their shoulders, saying: ‘On Friday the 

weather will be better.’  

 

On the trail to the summit we are passed by a procession of pack mules carting supplies up 

to base camp. A group of climbers wearing huge boots and oversize rucksacks soon 

disappear beyond the crest of a hill. The name Aconcagua is said to mean the stone sentinel 

in Quechua, though not everybody seems to agree. It seems appropriate enough. To allow 

sufficient time for acclimatisation it can take up to twenty days to reach the summit of 

Aconcagua; we’ll have to think about doing this one another day. The wind hustles us back 

down the hill as a mist descends on the peaks, shrouding the human conflict.      

 

    


