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PREVIOUS SPREAD Mama Antonio offers the expedition some some coca leaves to ease the pain of an arduous ascent. THIS PAGE (TOP) Chad Sayers and Ptor Spricenieks enjoying the first alpine section of the 
14-day expedition. THIS PAGE (BOTTOM) Ptor lounges in a chosa at the first Kogui villaget; lights of Santa Marta visible in the night sky.

“Stay quiet and don’t get out of your tent,” José whispers in scarcely dis-

cernable Spanish as he scrambles frantically in pre-dawn light to erase any 

evidence of our ski equipment. 

	 Camped peacefully in a narrow canyon above treeline, I can’t imagine 

any cause for worry. “Uhh… porque?” I respond sleepily.

	 “Arhuaco!” hisses the Kogui tribesman.

	 The Arhuaco are a neighbouring tribe who may or may not have recently 

shot a foreigner for gold-panning in their territory. In any event, José asserts 

that they’re prone to violencia—a term you don’t want going through your 

head first thing in the morning. Normally I’d be thinking of coffee about this 

time, but in this case the effect is doubly invigorating. The same goes for my 

tentmates, Ptor Spricenieks and Chad Sayers, who pop up wide-eyed at the 

prospect of an approaching death squad. 

	 Every exotic expedition has a crucial moment—a point in time that 

qualifies the entire trip, in which success, failure, or the inability to differ-

entiate between the two is defined. In ski-mountaineering, it often comes 

a few metres before or after the summit, yet we’ve already had more than 

our share of auspicious alpine encounters—mostly while being hopelessly 

lost. Nevertheless, both Ptor and Chad, who’ve endured birth, death, wars, 

and more while skiing, would agree with me that the foundational moment 

of this particular trip happened well before the impending Arhuaco ambush; 

prior to our departure, in fact—some 500 years ago.  

We’re attempting to ski the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the world’s high-

est coastal massif, whose peaks rise from ocean to 5,700 metres above 

Colombia’s northern edge. 

	 For most of his adult life, skiing here has been a prized objective for 

Ptor, more so after an exploratory failed mission in 1999 with long-time 

accomplice Troy Jungen and a larger group that was perhaps too unwieldy 

for such a sensitive foray. Though a mere 40 kilometres from the ocean, the 

Sierra’s glaciated and fog-enshrouded summits are a world away from the 

brochure-worthy white beach and salsa scene in Santa Marta, the Caribbean 

port city hugging the mountain’s northern base. Typically inundated with 

foreign travelers, Colombian merry-goers, and a few lingering drug-runners, 

these days a steady stream of Venezuelan migrants add to the city’s human 

traffic—testimony to this coastline’s perennial volatility. 

	 The high Sierra, meanwhile, remains little changed over the millennia, 

despite a human occupancy that, in general, bodes poorly for the land. This 

aerie is the exclusive home of the Kogui and Arhuaco, sister tribes inhab-

iting opposite sides of the massif, each with its own language, beliefs and 

traditions. Both have avoided international scrutiny save for a couple of 

BBC documentaries wherein, clad in traditional white gowns and fuelled by 

coca leaves, Kogui and Arhuaco are depicted traversing steep mountainsides 

in a tireless quest to protect their lands. Twenty years ago, Ptor and crew 

successfully navigated some of this terrain—plus human obstacles that in-

cluded FARC guerrillas and narco-traffickers (both of which have since moved 

on)—but couldn’t obtain permission to ascend high enough to ski. At the 

time, neither tribe was keen on interlopers desecrating the life-giving gla-

ciers considered common—and sacred—ground. Proud but wary, the Kogui 

and Arhuaco still bear the scars of colonialism that all but wiped out their 

ancestors, the great Tayrona civilization.  

	 South America’s oldest colonial city, Santa Marta was established in 

1525 by the Spanish who came, saw, then raped and murdered their way into 

the Sierra in search of Tayrona gold. The Tayrona held their ground on the 

mountain’s upper flanks, as their Kogui and Arhuaco scions do today—far 

above the sprawling tourism and coffee-growing of the lower flanks. We are 

about to find out if the Tayrona’s enduring resistance has withstood the test 

of time.  

“If we have problems, there will be no helicopter coming to our rescue,” 

affirms Thomas Doyer, owner of Bogota-based De Una Tours. Working co-

operatively with indigenous groups, Thomas and his Kogui guide, Edinson 

Perez, had negotiated permits for us to travel the territory after much back-

and-forthing with Kogui spiritual leaders, or mamas. Meanwhile, I had dis-

covered through a distinctly different grapevine that another interest group 

was penetrating the Sierra in search of a different sort of gold: birdwatching 

blogs were aflutter over the rediscovery of the Blue-bearded Helmetcrest 

hummingbird in these mountains, a species formerly considered extinct. If 

birders could get up there, so could skiers, and since binoculars are part of 

my quiver whenever I visit a country with over 20 per cent of the world’s 

avian biodiversity, I’m doubly motivated. 

	 After much dialogue with Ptor and Thomas, it all comes together in 

Santa Marta on a 35˚C December morning when we depart in a small truck 

for the Sierra. 

	 Strapped to a makeshift roof rack, our skis point in the direction of 

cooler climes. Edinson, cramped beside me in jeans and glued to his cell-

phone, looks nothing like the Kogui I expected, though he does sport the 

traditional mochila (a knitted pouch also available at the souvenir shop 

beside our hotel). While peeling and slurping ripe mangos on the four-hour 

drive to meet the pack mules, we pry him for tales of Kogui traditions. He, in 

turn, is mostly trying to figure out why we have so much stuff, and continues 

texting for additional porters, most of whom, it appears, live in areas with 

no cell coverage. Arriving at the first Kogui village, we settle into hammocks 

inside a thatched chosa (hut) and are informed that they’ve slaughtered a 

goat for us. 

	 Afforded autonomy by the Colombian government, the Kogui remain a 

mysterious and mystical people. Despite being attuned to modern life (many 

work on coffee farms or have family on the outside), their core tradition 

would surprise the Western beachgoers we’ve left behind. Most of us are 

familiar with the stereotypical action-film montage where, after months of 

rigorous training and a monk-like existence, a hero emerges from isolation 

to wipe out the bad guys. The process of becoming a Kogui mama follows 

a similarly implausible premise. Given up by his mother to live with mamas 

in a high-country chosa for nine years, a chosen Kogui boy is permitted to 

interact with external stimuli only at night, and is fed, among other items, 

yucca and large beetles. After this first half of his 18-year training he receives 

Every exotic expedition has a crucial moment—a 

point in time that qualifies the entire trip, in which 

success, failure, or the inability to differentiate 

between the two is defined.
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a poporo, a gourd in which to store lima—an alkaline powder of crushed 

seashells that activates the coca leaves he’ll chew at all waking hours to 

provide energy and heightened awareness. Once through adolescence, the 

now-confirmed mama will embark with his coca, poporo and mochila to 

patrol the Sierra Nevada, a granite massif considered to be a living organ-

ism by the Kogui and referenced in their language as “Heart of the World.” 

Their beliefs dictate that they safeguard this homeland and, by extension, 

the entire planet. Among other transcendent traits, Kogui are rumoured to 

be telepathic, though after our first day we can only confirm this: they are 

formidable hikers. 

	 Four young, rubber-boot-clad Koguis that have signed on as outfitter 

guides now frantically load mules and run between huts. Thomas describes 

them as freelance contractors who will help us connect to the main hiking 

route. That’s because we’re actually on a detour forced by a recent hiccup 

on the standard ascent, wherein two tourists were temporarily accosted by 

several villagers who didn’t agree with the mamas’ newfound tourism strat-

egy. Thus apprised, The Boys—as we affectionately label them—are soon 

herding our mule train upward toward a relatively untraveled ridgeline. José, 

the leader, is no older than 20, while his 15-year-old brother Vincelau is in 

charge of las mulas. Assisting are cousins Ivan and Santiago, the latter so 

freshly recruited that his only equipment is the t-shirt, pants, and boots he’s 

wearing. Collectively, The Boys will demonstrate a physical strength equalled 

only by their willpower, and, in Vincelau’s case, sheer stubbornness (an irony 

not lost on us given that he’s the mule driver). Also on board is apprentice 

mama Antonio, who claims to know the route, and a friend who, bucking the 

tradition of not divulging such things to non-Koguis, goes by his impossi-

ble-to-pronounce indigenous name, Bajelista Mojica. The authenticity of this 

crew is high, but so too are tensions when a new and final face emerges 

from a trailside chosa. David, a self-described ex-military Instagram influenc-

er from Medellin, asserts he has permission to join us and document our 

journey. Que? 

	 Given our exclusive and expensive Kogui permit that restricts almost 

all digital publication, we’re justifiably leery of David’s proposition and, after 

discussion, amicably agree—with handshakes and peace gestures—that he’ll 

go find another party to crash. 

	 Although it’s impressive watching the overladen crew plod up the trail 

without breaking a sweat, a hint at the beautiful chaos they will inculcate 

comes 2,000 vertical metres and 12 hours later when we arrive at our first 

camp—without anything to camp with. When the mules carrying this key 

gear don’t show, Ivan sprints down to find them in the dark. Eventually they 

arrive—along with David. 

	 A clash of cultures—or, as some put it, collision of worlds—is inevitable 

on such trips. The Kogui have no concept of skiing. They don’t wear Vibram 

soles or often, for that matter, any footwear at all. They do, however, under-

stand that picking coffee all day is far more mundane than undertaking a 

quest to see snow for the first time and visit their culture’s most sacred site. 

In addition, José’s aspirations for a more permanent guiding gig could mean 

an improved future for his months-old baby boy. 

	 Such are the prospects motivating our crew as we rise above treeline 

and soak in the views and fresh morning air. Jagged ridgelines drop precip-

itously to improbable notches that we later find out are actually the easier 

way through. But not before a knife-edged ridge puts an end to the mule 

train on Day Two. Telepathically or otherwise, Edinson’s com-lines have come 

up short in the quest for more porters, so we’re now at a standstill with more 

bags than we can carry. Formerly excited at the prospect of having a few 

luxury items carried along on the mules, Chad and I are now embarrassed 

at the superfluous cache piling up as we pare down critical schwag into a 

single duffle. Meanwhile, our Kogui crew cringes at having to leave behind 

their luxury item—a ratty old plastic tarp. I ditch my book (stable weather 

means there won’t be any down days) and avalanche gear (blue ice is more 

likely than unstable snow), but can’t part with my precious binoculars, lest 

the Blue-bearded Helmetcrest appear. 

LEFT PAGE (TOP) Andean condors hugged the fog-enshrouded granite cliffs hoping for an easy meal. LEFT PAGE (BOTTOM) "The Boys" bask in the heat of burning grass, the only fuel around. ABOVE Chad confronts 
mortality on his 40th birthday—nothing heavy, just a wrecked Cessna with a can of shaving cream in American English. NEXT SPREAD Early in the trip, Chad surveys an unnamed ridge above an unnamed lake in 
an unnamed valley.
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Although it’s impressive watching the overladen 

crew plod up the trail without breaking a sweat, 

a hint at the beautiful chaos they will inculcate 

comes 12 hours later when we arrive at our first 

camp—without anything to camp with.
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Ptor has already targeted the best ski line on Pico Simond, 

Santa Marta’s third highest peak. The proposed line is an 

impressive flank leading from the summit to a hefty  

glacier that tumbles toward basecamp.
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	 The crew lightens, too: when Bajelista is sent down to search for more 

porters, we aren’t surprised to never see him again; Antonio has the flu and 

leaves behind some of his lunch. Still overburdened, we embark on the first 

of many no-fall sidehill traverses replete with fourth-class scrambling and 

vertical moss. Just as I’m in the groove I look back to spot a lone duffle—the 

one holding our critical gear—left lying behind in the grass. As darkness sets 

in and someone humps back down to retrieve it, there’s a growing feeling 

between Thomas and myself that not only daunting terrain, but an organiza-

tional dearth threatens any tourism potential on this side of the mountain.

Ptor, ever stoic, is familiar with the high Sierra in an armchair sort of way. He 

can’t help us locate a decent campsite (nobody can in the pitch dark), but 

he has already targeted the best ski line on Pico Simond, the Santa Marta 

range’s third highest peak, still 40 kilometres distant. The proposed line is an 

impressive flank leading from the summit to a hefty glacier that tumbles to-

ward the area in which we’ll set a basecamp. Ptor’s research shows the start 

of the dry season as best for snow up high, that every day goes from clear 

to foggy, and that a network of ancient Tayrona trails—still cairned after all 

those centuries—is our best bet for approaching the mountain. But nobody 

is left to interpret which part of that network might be correct. Antonio, the 

victim of illness and a half-bottle of rum downed after a particularly rough 

day, has now bailed, though his heart was never in it. Moss-covered granite 

cairns dot the landscape, but oblique ridgelines have the routes they mark 

running in all directions—mostly down into jungle-filled valleys. We reach 

a breaking point several days in when, for the first (but not last) time we 

become completely lost in an all-enveloping fog. 

	 Like a lifeboat surrounded by sharks, desperation has a way of consoli-

dating a group—except for Vincelau, who marches ahead before anyone can 

finish articulating a critical No matter what, we must stay together dictum. Then, 

when all seems lost, an unlikely hero appears. After a discomforting week of 

shadowing us from a distance, David has by mercy been assimilated into the 

fold and now, not unlike Gollum offering a juicy fish, coughs up his GPS unit. 

	 Because he didn’t sign on to a guided trip, David is apparently the only 

one possessing an actual map. Though the device has only one per cent 

battery power remaining, we ascertain which direction to go and, fuelled by 

a brief but distant view of Pico Simond, press on—despite the now certain 

prospect that we’ll burn through our food rations prematurely. 

After several more days of uphill, downhill and sidehill slogging that rede-

fine the term “hill,” we’re in collective tatters. At one point, clambering a 

steep, cliffy section (at night, of course) I reach out and find nothing but a 

thornbush to grab; thinking it’s a snake, I tumble backward in a tomahawk 

flip, stopping only when my skis wedge in another thornbush. One day 

we stumble across the wreckage of an ill-fated (presumably Miami-bound) 

Cessna that hadn’t made it over the steep mountain col we’re attempting 

to crest. And, of course, somewhere along the way, each of us gets sick. At 

one point, as Ptor boulder-hops above me, my mind becomes permanently 

etched with his too-vivid proclamation that he’s just shit his pants. But I 

nearly do the same when a male Helmetcrest dances in a mating display 

above some alpine shrubs. 

	 Ten days in we’re theoretically not even halfway done with only three 

days’ food remaining, yet nobody wants to give up: José’s white garments 

have morphed into brown rags, but his resolve is unwavering; Santiago is 

freezing cold but warm in spirit; Ivan still hasn’t spoken a word but continues 

smiling; and Vincelau, often out front on a route-finding quest, has met his 

true calling as a guide and explorer. In his untiring pursuit to cover ground, 

PREVIOUS SPREAD After a gruelling 10-day approach, Chad and Ptor finally touch snow. ABOVE An endemic 
frog found only above 4,000 metres. RIGHT PAGE (TOP) A distinct subspecies of the Tyrian Metaltail lives in 
the Santa Martas. RIGHT PAGE (BOTTOM) Fortunately, the team encountered this big-ass beetle before they 
were hungry enough to eat it. NEXT SPREAD Ptor fulfills a long-term dream on the east flank of Pico Simond.
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Several hours of gradual plodding brings us to the main 

ridge and eventually the pyramidal summit, a difficult 

prospect in the icy conditions and rarefied air.
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he in particular seems to channel some kind of inner Tayrona—or it may 

simply be a youthful sense of adventure. Like the rest of The Boys, he’s also 

more-or-less content to carry more than his quota of our gear. 

	 Sadly for Thomas and Edinson, however, ten more days is time they 

can’t afford. With an impending flight to the Amazon for another trip, they 

abandon we eight would-be mountaineers to our own devices. 

The Arhuaco battalion heralded by José the next morning turns out to be no 

more than a father and his two young sons, aged similar to my own; three 

nomadic travelers tirelessly commuting over a high-mountain trade route. For 

an instant, through the mesh of my tent door, I lock eyes with the youngest 

and intuitively know he has never seen a white person before, let alone a 

tent or skis. With a fearful look he plods beside his family past José’s camp-

fire without anyone so much as exchanging a word or a glance. During our 

final push to basecamp, at the foot of the broken glacier, I can’t shake his 

nervous expression. Will he ever touch these snows himself or does another 

destiny await? It’s not far-fetched to imagine that he may one day guide 

climbers up a distant side of the mountain. 

	 Fresh flakes coat the ground next morning when we awake to climb and 

ski Pico Simond. Though Chad, Ptor and I are high on the glacier by sunrise, 

The Boys, huddled in a two-person tent for warmth, wake to what must 

seem a winter wonderland—a special moment witnessed only by David, who 

immortalizes his compatriots in a video clip reminiscent of polar bear cubs 

frolicking on snow after first emerging from their den in the spring.

	 Finally released to our own devices, the rest of the climb is tradecraft 

for us. Several hours of gradual plodding brings us to the main ridge and 

eventually the pyramidal summit, a difficult prospect in the icy conditions 

and rarefied air. While giving both Chad and I a summit hug, Ptor offers a 

gentle reminder that the trip is only half done. From the peak we can scan 

our distant approach, an ass-kicker we must now reverse on empty stom-

achs. Under Ptor’s discretion we opt to ski the line of ascent, leaving the 

more difficult face untouched. With the upper mountain remaining frozen, 

our turns are just on the bearable side but nonetheless better than most 

people score in Colombia. Grimace-edged photo-ops segue into an uninter-

rupted final stretch of corn skiing that actually delivers a few smiles and, for 

a few golden minutes, realization that this snowy heart of the Kogui world is 

indeed the skier’s El Dorado we’ve been after. 

	 At the bottom, our legs and minds are exhausted, and all we can think 

about is the goat meat stashed in a cave three days below us. This alone is 

enough incentive for Vincelau and crew to double-time it ahead of us into 

yet another lost valley. We follow suit, bone-on-bone now, shouldering packs 

and tightening belts all the way down, back up, and down again, to the goat, 

and eventually the lowermost Kogui village. Finally, after the requisite hugs 

and farewells to our guides, we claw our way down to the same beach where 

the adventure began—and buy souvenir mochilas to prove it.


