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The innate desire to explore the
space between what is real and what
ex:%ts only in our dreams has been part
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hile collecting information for an

ice climbing expedition to Japan, |

felr like the hero of Cervantes' novel
“Don Quixote,” futilely fichting windmills with his
knave; the difference between the meditative ideal-
ist and the misguided fool was getting difficult to
distinguish.

After several weeks of intense preparation for
this journey, | felt only slightly more knowledge-
able abour Japanese ice than at the beginning of
the investigation. It's not surprising if you consider
there aren’t that many ice climbers in Japan, and
it seemed raboo for Japanese people to answer my
questions with “no” or “I do not know.” Gertting a
hold of useful info was difficult, yet instead of mak-
ing me feel frustrated, the insecurity made the trip
even more intriguing.

We were abour to land where we would have trouble
communicating, and daily life would be totally differ-
ent from what we were used to in Austria. Our search
for climbable ice would be a challenge, but it was late
February, the end was drawing near to another climb-
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ing season, and Markus Bendler, Hermann Erber and
myself were ready for one last adventure.

SNOW AND ICe

Skiers and snowboarders are well aware Hok-
kaido and the Japanese Alps on Honshu have great
ski conditions. The cold remperatures on Japan’s
northernmost island make it a perfect candidate for
ice climbing as well. We landed in the middle of this
snow-covered landscape and soon found ourselves
amid the hightech pulses and electronic gadgets
in the streets of Sapporo, the capital of Hokkaido.
We Europeans had a hard time getting used to the
bright shining, blinking things all around.

With little information in Europe about ice
climbing in Japan, [ still had numerous unanswered
questions. Most local climbers did nor speak any
English and we needed someone familiar with the
culture, so we would not be rotally lost,

After two months, [ found a handful of climb-
ers capable of understanding some of the ques-
tions we had. I luckily stumbled across Sebastian
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Nault, a Canadian living in Hokkaido for several
years who speaks Japanese. Sebastian was grear
help. We arrived in Hokkaido during a huge
snowstorm, and he picked us up at the airport so
our first adventure wouldn't be navigarting the icy
roads. He was there when we had any problems
during our trip.

More than once we had to laugh about how
different things were in Japan. When we picked
up our RAV4 rental car, we caused a minor
stir with the woman at the renral office as we
initially looked for the steering wheel on rhe
wrong side of the car and then told her we
didn’t speak any Japanese.

The next day Sebastian invited, what seemed like,
the entire local climbing scene as well as some of his
outdoor education students to his apartment for a
great dinner of various Japanese delicacies (some of
which we didn't know what we were earing), includ-
ing lots of sushi and beer. We talked abour past ad-
ventures during a spontaneous slide show, and then
made plans to find ice with some friendly locals.
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Markus Bendler on “Runzee 1117 (W15} in B
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BREAKING THE ICE

Although you couldn’t tell by the snowstorm, the
ice climbing season was reaching its end in Hokkai-
do as well. We decided to start with the warmer spots
on the coast, leaving open the possibility to climb
colder spots in the center of the island in case of a
thaw period.

Our first destination was called Raiden. By Euro-
pean standards, the drive was supposed to be quite
shore, just 120 kilometers, mostly on the motorway.
But after hearing about harsh penalties for speeding
in Japan, we went slowly and it took us nearly three
and a half hours to get to the spot.

When we finally arrived, some wonderful wa-
terfalls greeted us glimmering in a perfect blue.
We quickly unpacked our gear, anxious to get
on our first Japanese waterfall. We climbed two
routes directly on the seaside, “Nairu” (W16) and
“Runzee 11" (WI5). I was not only having a lot of

fun on the challenging ice, but also the salty air
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was having a soothing effect on my cold. Genki
Narumi - one of Japan's ice freaks - joined us
that weekend, showing us a mixed climbing crag
in Chiyosubetsu, where some of Japan’s hardest
mixed routes (up to M9+) are found.

On the way to the crag, a magnificent ice for-
mation right in the middle of the mixed routes
caught our eye. After a closer look, we decided
to skip the mixed routes and have a go on this
ice monster. When we reached the botrom of the
wall, it became clear the line would be a hard
tight, so we decided ro take our light gear, our
Black Diamond Fusion (pickaxe) tools and com-
petition shoes.

The giant route featured a huge natural ice
roof at the end of the third pitch. The ice was
incredibly steep and exhausting; we had to fight
hard for the “red point” ascent. It was a success-
ful day, and we named the route “Lector” and
graded it WI7 because this tough formation
mllght us a lesson.
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Markus Bendl
i Savnkyo Ge
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After such a noble day, food and drink in ade-
quate proportions was in order. Genki broughr us to
a traditional Japanese guesthouse near the climbing
area. When we entered, the owners seemed scared
of these strangers carrying weird weapon-like gear
(such as ice axes and crampons). Only afrer sharing
a few cups of sake did they warm up to us, and then
it turned into a long celebration even though nei-

ther of us could understand a word.

After these intense days on the ice, we took a break
and ventured back into some of Sapporo’s high-tech
stores. Anything imaginable was available here, a stark
contrast to the Spartan lifestyle of people in the coun-
tryside. After some hours in the shops, we felt strong
again and ready for more action on the Japanese ice.
The snowstorms were ending, and springtime would
be coming soon, so we headed to Sounkyo, the cen-
ter of ice climbing in Hokkaido. With temperatures

around -10° C, it was much colder here than the coast
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IC€ iokkaido -

By Ed Hannam

Ice climbing is more committed than rock climbing and
more aerobic than alpine climbing. If your idea of playing
outdoors includes dodging falling ice as your fingers freeze
50 you can see the world from atop a frozen waterfall, then
ice climbing might just be for you.

While rock remains relatively unchanged, potentially
for centuries, ice can change by the hour. It melts, it shar-
ters, it smashes, and it comes in soft, hard and brictle. Ideal
climbing temperatures are around a constant minus three
degrees, but nothing in the climbing world is ever ideal - a
point to remember on that 4 a.m. start to reach the icefall
before the sun begins rurning it back to water.

The danger factor rises with ice climbing due to frozen
hands, stiff ropes, sharp toys, zero friction, constantly fall-
ing chunks, limited protection and sometimes racing the
melr - and that's when it is all going well. Falling is part of
the rock climbing game, but the one rule of ice climbing is
DO NOT FALL.

Yer ice climbing can be surprisingly safe. Self injury is an
issue with all the sharp gear, but a mix of good protection,
good technique, knowing your limits and judging the condi-
tions makes risk manageable.

Ice climbers can be easy to spor because they are usually
broke. Climbing ice is a very gear-oriented pursuit - and
it’s all expensive. A 90-meter frozen waterfall is not a place
to skimp on dodgy gear, and thankfully there's very little
cheap stuff out there. Your ability to use the array of special-
ized gear makes all the difference. Crampons, ice tools, ice
serews and ice boots replace the usual rock gear. Helmers
are non-negotiable.
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Ice climbing

surprisingly unlike rock ‘¢1an Bevcnd the superficial

E

similarities - the vertical playground, the ropes, the need to protect yourself if
you fall - climbing on ice has a world of intricacies unknown to those who have
only climbed on rock. That said the majority of ice climbers come from rock
backgrounds, yet few climbing the same after putting pick to ice.
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So, if you like your toys sharp, and serrated, then its
time to go shopping. The latest tools seem straight out of
anime, with multiple grip handles, evil looking reerh and cy-
borgesque bent shafts - details thar make a huge difference
when planting them in dangling ice. Crampons are quint-
essential ice gear, the snarling points lock onto specialized
boots. You protect yourself with ice screws. The mark of a
good screw is its ability to bite and then spin into the ice
as you dangle off a single pick with frozen fingers, franticly
attaching yourself to the ice...with one hand.

Good clothing is essential. Companies have been keen
to exploit the ice market and new, specially designed breath-
able textiles and highly compact insulation have stolen the
market. lce climbing is obviously cold, but it's highly ath-
leric, bursts of energy interspersed with bouts of inactivity.
Like the hardware, remote icefalls are not places to take a
chance with sub-standard gear.

If rock climbing is a religion, ice climbing is a cult. The
level of commitment makes for a membership of dedicated
and inspired individuals. The season is short and the days
begin early. Hours before your snowboarding friends drag
themselves from their beds, ice climbers slog miles up the val-
ley floor to get to the shadowy bottom of a frozen waterfall.

To climb ice there are a few things the climber needs to
accept: the depravity thar comes from being in a subzero
environment that's constantly shifting, protection is rarely
perfect, you will get cold, ice will fall on you and the margin
for mishap starts thin.

Twao types of people will be still be reading at this point,
those thinking it all sounds like suicidal hell, and those who
already peer into the mountains wanting to interact with
them on the rawest edge.

If you like your fun to be at the extreme end of the scale
and want to experience the mountains in the intimate way
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few ever will, then consider ice climbing. Just don't expect
your friends to want to tag along.

Japan's ice climbing scene is small bue
committed. This means there isn't a great network of loca-
tions. It’s all local knowledge, but ir also means no crowds.
Yamanashi, Niigata, Gunma and Hokkaido are currently
where it's at, with international attention focusing mostly
around Asahidake in central Hokkaido.

Constructed ice walls exist here and there in places such
as Kusatsu and Yatsugatake. These are good places to try it
all out before committing to the expense and risk.

Despite Japan's long history of mountaineering and re-
cent high profile climbers on the rock scene, ice climbing
is still in the embryonic stage here. This means there are
many unknown routes and waterfalls to be discovered in
the colder regions.

The best rime to climb is early January to
early March. The season can extend a few weeks on either
side in Hokkaido. Ideal ice temperatures are around the -1
to-10 range.

Few outdoor adventure companies run
ice climbing tours. Some individual guides run guided trips,
but most climbing is selfmotivated.

Large ourdoor stores and specialized shaps
carry a select range of ice climbing gear, Setting yourself up
with tools, boots, crampons, screws and appropriate cloth-
ing will be a significant investment, but don't risk it with
inferior gear.
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For more information on ice climbing in Japan contact Ed
Hannam at z.degrees.vertical@gmail.com.
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