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KAHILTNA DOME/DENALI PREP COURSE  

 
12,525 feet / 3,818 meters 

 

COURSE  SPE CIFICAT IONS: 

!"#$%&'( $250 )*+*,-".!/"(  60 days prior to the starting date  G0$/#.1&2&'(.9 students, 3 instructors 

3/&'&$,.4,-+/5"%( Instruction, field food and fuel, group camping and climbing equipment, glacier flight. AMS pre-books the glacier 
flight in order to insure availability.   

6$/.*0".0"%#$,%&7+".8$0( Transportation to and from Talkeetna, lodging (AMS campground is free, tents are not provided), National 
Park Service Entrance Fee ($10) to be paid in Talkeetna during the first day of the course, travelers cancellation insurance, personal 
equipment and clothing 

ROUT E : KAHILT NA DOME, NORT H RIDGE , 5,325Õ E LE VAT ION GAIN, 20 MILE S, 10 DAYS 

The North Ridge of Kahiltna Dome is an excellent training climb in preparation for DenaliÕs West Buttress route. The courseÕs goal is specifically 
focused on preparing participants for a Denali climb. It differs from our regular mountaineering courses which are longer and include a more 
thorough avalanche curriculum. In many ways this course mirrors a Denali climb: it is outfitted the same, flies to the same landing strip, and 
shares the lower portion of the West Buttress route from 7,200Õ to 10,000Õ. At AMS, we can take a complete beginner or experienced climber, 
outfit them from head to toe, teach them the obvious and the subtle, and turn them into Alaskan mountaineers by the end of the course. The 
only prerequisite is that participants arrive  in good physical condition and have a strong desire to learn and practice as much as possible during 
the course This trip will accommodate beginner and intermediate mountaineers.  Our glacier travel and crevasse rescue techniques are refined 
and new to most people and we know how to camp in style. Most everyone who comes off an AMS course looks and acts like a responsible, 
organized, and competent climber.   
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FE AT URE S OF T HIS COURSE : 

¥ 1:3 guide/student ratio, 9 students maximum 

¥ Mountaineering skills progression specific for the West 
Buttress climber 

¥ Crevasse rescue, roped glacier travel, and moving camp  

¥ Glacier camping, winter survival skills 

¥ Soft skills: leadership, expedition planning, and group 
dynamics 

¥ Snow shoeing 

T HE  MOUNT AIN HIST ORY:   

In 1903 Robert Dunn, a member of Dr. CookÕs first Alaskan 
expedition, named the mountain we call Kahiltna Dome, ÒMt. 
Hunter.Ó When making the map, the surveyor mistakenly placed 
ÒMt. HunterÓ on a different mountain 10 miles south and the 
name stuck leaving the dome at the head of the Kahiltna un-
named. The mountain was first climbed in 1951 by Dr. Bradford 
Washburn while making the first ascent of DenaliÕs West 
Buttress route. He reported the name, ÒKahiltna DomeÕ in 1961. 
ÒThe views from Kahiltna Dome are the best one could possibly 
have of DenaliÕs West ButtressÓ says Washburn.  

T HE  ROUT E :   

This expedition starts at DenaliÕs West Buttress base camp; 
7200Õ on the Kahiltna Glacier. The expedition follows the West 
Buttress route until approximately 10,000Ô and at this point 
veers west for the summit of the Kahiltna Dome. Even though 
this snow ridge is relatively easy there are many route finding 
objectives to take into consideration. There are slopes needing 
constant avalanche hazard evaluation, crevasses to beware of on 
the ridge and moderately steep slopes to navigate to get onto the 
ridge and once on the ridge itself. We will ferry loads throughout 
the trip in true expedition style,  all the while becoming better 
mountaineers. 

T HE  FIRST  DAY 

On the starting day of the course students and instructors meet 
at 9:00 a.m. at AMS headquarters. We will have muffins and 
fresh brewed coffee, tea, and juice waiting for you. This is a busy 
day, so please be on time and take care of personal business  
before hand. After an introduction and orientation to the 
course, instructors check each personÕs clothing and equipment 
to make sure that you are properly outfitted.  Any items that you 
need will be available for rent or purchase. At noon, a lunch 
spread at AMS is provided.  Following lunch, we take a short 
walk to the Talkeetna Ranger Station to register and pay the $10 
entrance fee. We then return to AMS, dress for the glacier, and 
walk across the street to AMSÕ climbing gym for a class on fixed 
line ascension. This is a skill we review again in a real crevasse, 
but it is more effective practicing first on the ground. 
Afterwards, you store valuables in a sealed envelope in AMSÕ 
safe, store intown luggage in our locker room, park your car (if  

you drove) in AMSÕ parking, and pack the van for the short drive 
over to the airport. Once at the airport, we split up into groups 
and pack the planes. An AMS instructor always goes on the first 
plane and on the last plane. AMS flies with NPS certified air 
service operators who use wheel/ski-equipped fixed wing 
Cessna 185, DeHaviland Beaver, or Otters.  The 30-45 minute 
flight into Denali National Park is the quickest way to access the 
snowy, glaciated peaks of the Alaska Range, and is a spectacular 
and memorable highlight to the course. Once we arrive on the 
glacier and the plane flies away, we spend the rest of the day 
establishing camp, cooking a tasty dinner, and sleeping warm. It 
is a great ending to an action packed day and everyone is usually 
pretty excited.  

WE AT HE R   

Kahiltna Dome is located in the middle of the southern Alaskan 
main land 200 miles south of the Arctic Circle at 63¡ North 
Latitude. This is 35¡ further north than Everest; this is the same 
latitude as northern Hudson Bay and central Scandinavia. 
Kahiltna DomeÕs northern location results in a climate that 
presents some of the more severe weather of any region on 
earth. That said, typically during the summer we wouldnÕt 
experience temperatures below 10¡F up to 12,000Õ. The weather 
in the Alaska Range will dictate our every move and it is fickle and 
un-predictable. It will force us to learn to be flexible and patient 
and sometimes spontaneous. It is part of the learning 
experience and something thing we cannot change, only 
accommodate. 

UN-FLYABLE  WE AT HE R 

Alaska has unpredictable weather which can prevent flying into 
or out of the mountains on schedule. Bush planes can only fly 
when visibility from the cockpit is good; the planes are not 
equipped with radar. In the event that we are unable to fly, AMS 
ÒSchool HouseÓ building located one block from the airport  will  
accommodate you. The large, two-story theater is specifically 
designed to support AMS expeditions stranded in Talkeetna. 
Fixed lines hang from the ceiling, anchor points are built into the 
stage, and we have ceiling projector to show video and pictures 
on a large screen. AMS has an exhaustive collection of images on 
all aspects of climbing and the magnificent mountains of the 
Alaska Range; it helps that the owner wrote two guidebooks on 
Alaska climbing. Downstairs is a large kitchen, two bathrooms, 
and a fridge and chest freezer to preserve your food rations. 
Students can bunk down for the night in the unfortunate 
circumstance that bad weather persists. While no one wants to 
get stuck in town, at AMS we make the most of the situation and 
plow full steam ahead with classes which we can improvise 
effectively at our facilities.  

Sometimes courses can be weathered in the Alaska Range 
beyond their end date. We will do our best to ensure that your 
course ends on schedule and most do.  However, we 
recommend allowing 2 days on the return end of your travel 
plans (or purchasing flexible airline tickets) in the event that 
weather inhibits your course from flying off the glacier on time. 
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AMS FACILIT IE S:  

AMS is the oldest and only outdoor school and guiding company 
located in downtown Talkeetna. We are not seasonal visitors; 
we live here. Our office and staging area are located at the end of 
3rd street, adjacent to the local airstrip. We are grateful to have 
such an excellent location and facilities to properly outfit 
expeditions and serve our expedition members. 

LE ADE RSHIP AND T E AM WORK:  

Successful expeditions are properly equipped, have the 
necessary skills, but most importantly they learn to become a 
strong team. Leadership reflects the art of effective team 
building. From base camp to high camp, your instructors teach 
classes and initiate you to the expectations of un-supported 
expedition life.  We teach you the tricks to staying organized, 
help you participate fully, and have fun supporting the goal of 
being on a strong and safe expedition.  

INST RUCT ORS:  

AMS instructors are more than just guides, they are educators 
who love the mountains, know how to climb them, and have a 
gift for teaching others.  We are not going to teach you how to 
be a good client, we are going to teach you how to be a good 
climber. Whether you choose to go on an AMS guided 
expedition on Denali in the future is your business. AMS 
instructors are talented climbers with extensive backcountry 
experience to draw upon. Lead guides have a wealth of 
experience in the Alaska Range as well as teaching a solid 
mountaineering progression. Most AMS instructors are Denali 
guides as well and are  familiar with altitude-related problems, 
extreme weather, and know how to set the pace for a successful 
expedition. They have mountain rescue, avalanche safety, and 
wilderness medical training. Their knowledge of the natural and 
climbing history of the area and personal stories of climbing in 
Alaska add immensely to the climb.  

T RAINING:  

All applicants must adopt a goal of being in good physical 
condition at the start of the expedition. Please don't show up 
sick, injured, or out-of-shape. On any mountaineering 
expedition there are factors that are completely out of the 
control of anyone, namely weather and individual 
acclimatization rates. By joining AMS, you leave expedition 
logistics, food, group equipment and leadership to us. You are 
responsible for and have control over your physical fitness. It is 
imperative that everyone joining our expeditions be reasonably 
physically fit. The better condition you are in, the more you will 
enjoy the climb, the safer it will be for you. After the climb you 
will have a much more accurate idea of how your fitness level is 
for a Denali expedition.  

E QUIPME NT :  

The Alaska Range is a great place to put equipment to the test. 
During the equipment check, should your instructors be 
concerned about the suitability of any of your gear, they will ask 
you to rent from AMS. A thought out layering system will be 
more comfortable, efficient, lightweight, and hold up. "Quality" 
does not necessarily mean "expensive" and a trip to the Army 
surplus store often turns up many of the basics. Read carefully 
the Equipment List written for this expedition; it answers many 
questions and gives recommendations for particular items. If 
you are new to it all and have many questions, we suggest taking 
our Equipment List to a knowledgeable sales person in a local 
climbing store; they are often the most informed about the pros 
and cons of a particular brand or style. Feel free to check in with 
our office staff if you need more help. Please wait until the 
morning of the first day to check equipment, as we are busy 
preparing for the expedition two days prior. 

FOOD:  

AMS provides hearty, nutritious and balanced meals on its 
expeditions. Do not be surprised if you fail to lose weight on the 
expedition! A spreadsheet rations program and faithful recipes 
balance calories, carbohydrates, fats, proteins, and weight to 
create a variety of tasty and creative meals that build strength 
and maintain health.  We eat pasta, rice and bean burritos, 
English muffins, bagels, and make pizzas.  Other examples 
include: hash browns, noodles, rice, mashed potatoes, ramen, 
couscous, soup, tortellini, dried vegetables. We avoid freeze-
dried meal-in-a-bags as they are typically inadequate portions 
and lack in taste. Our rations come from organic wholesalers 
from Washington and Oregon and a modern supermarket in 
Anchorage. All our meals can accommodate vegetarians; please 
call if you need more specifics. AMS provides all of the food and 
drinks for this expedition. To ensure satisfaction if you like you 
can bring 1 lb. of your favorite lunch food. 

T RAVE L &  LOGIST ICS:  

For those who are flying to Anchorage, please plan on arriving in 
Talkeetna one day before the expedition start date. This gives 
you the best chance to rest and be ready to go the following day. 
The most common way of travel to Talkeetna is to fly into 
Anchorage International Airport. Talkeetna is located 118 miles 
north of Anchorage and there are van shuttles which run daily. 
Depending on your flight arrival and shuttle departure times you 
may need to stay at one of the many accommodations in 
Anchorage. Once in Talkeetna, you have the option of staying at 
the AMS campground free of charge (tents are not provided) or 
staying at one of the many accommodations. Relax and walk 
around Talkeetna. Check out the river, ranger station, and the 
climbing museum. Please read the Travel and Logistics form for 
more information.  
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RE FE RE NCE S:  

AMS is a professionally run operation committed to high 
standards at all levels. We urge you to carefully research and look 
into climbing with us. Search for Alaska Mountaineering School 
and our directors; Caitlin Palmer and Colby Coombs on the 
Internet. Talk to climbing rangers in the Talkeetna Ranger Station 
ph. 907-733-2231. Many of them were AMS instructors before 
becoming rangers. Try calling your local climbing store and ask if 
they have heard of us. We are small, but word of mouth extends 
far.  

E XPE DIT ION IT INE RARY:  

This expedition starts at DenaliÕs West Buttress base camp; 
7200Õ on the Kahiltna Glacier. The expedition follows the West 
Buttress route until approximately 10,000Ô and at this point 
veers west for the summit of the Kahiltna Dome. The north ridge 
appears straight forward, but there are many route finding 
objectives, headwalls, and crevasses to take into consideration.  

Weather and snow conditions will ultimately determine our 
progression.  Also, the abilities, condition, and desires of the 
expedition members plays an important role in realizing any 
itinerary.  For these reasons a very vague itinerary is included. 
Our style on the mountain is flexible and will fluctuate on a 24 
hour clock. 

!*9.: .

Talkeetna to Basecamp (7,200 feet) 9:00 am meet for orientation, gear check, NPS registration, fixed lines. Between 3:00 and 4:30 pm fly to Base Camp, 7,200 feet. Distance from Talkeetna: 60 miles, elevation gain: 6850 feet. 

;+*%%"%( fixed lines (waist and chest harness, ascender, prussic 
knot, figure 8 knot series), probing, wanding, setting up tents, 
kitchens, stove use, food id, basic cooking/nutrition, 
hygiene/sanitation, sleeping warm, bomb proofing camp.  

!*9.<   

Basecamp (7,200 feet): group breakfast, start the mountaineering 
progression, day tour to crevasse for lowering, raising, and fixed 
line practice 

;+*%%"%( rope id and care, snow and ice protection, building 
anchors, belaying, roping up for glacier travel, flat-glacier self-
arrest, transferring a load, raising and lowering systems, crevasse 
fall scenarios, walking on snow shoes, route finding techniques. 

!*9.=  

Pack up camp and move to 7,800 feet, Camp 2, at the base if Ski 
Hill. Distance: 5 miles, elevation gain 600Õ.  

;+*%%"%( breaking down camp, caches, sled rigging, navigation 
techniques, choosing a safe camp, building a latrine, expedition  
behavior (EB). 

!*9.>  

Move to 9,500 feet. Camp 3. Distance: 2 miles, elevation gain: 
1700Õ Classes: quarry and wall building, avalanche mechanics, 
cold injuries. 

!*9.?  

Move to 10,000 feet. Camp 4. Distance: 1 mile, elevation gain: 
500Õ. Short move to allow time for classes. 

;+*%%"%( Use Kahiltna Pass headwall for snow climbing, 
crampon use, alpine style self-arrest, running protection, fixed 
lines. 

!*9.@.

Summit day, 12,525 feet. In the event of bad weather classes on: 
transceiver searches, snow shelters - igloo, digloo, snow caveA..

!*9.B  

Designate student leaders, move back to Camp 2. This day could 
also be a back up summit day.  

;+*%%"%( Altitude-related injuries, expedition planning. 

!*9.C. . .

Designate student leaders, move back to Basecamp. 

;+*%%"%( land management issues, climbing ethics & Style 

!*9.D . .

EF'0*.-+&27&,G.5*9( vertical ice climbing techniques, climb 

Radio Tower Peak or Mt. Frances. 

;+*%%"%( Where to go from here. 

!*9.:H . .

Fly back to Talkeetna, de-issue, evaluations, shower, most 

expeditions enjoy going out for dinner in Talkeetna. 

 


