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FIRESTORM
KILLED
PALO ALTAN

Trailblazer
was visiting
with friends

Tracie Reynolds
PeNiNsuLa TiMEs TRIBUNE

Leigh Ortenburger, the
Palo Alto man credited with
demystifying the treacher-
ous Grand Teton Range for
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mountain climbers, died a
week ago Sunday in the Oak-
land hills fire, according to
the Alameda County Coro-
ner’s office.

Ortenburger, 62, was in the
East Bay visiting friends
Gail and Alfred Baxter when
the fire swept through an ex-
clusive, tree-shaded section
of the Oakland foothills, said

~ his daughter, Carolyn. Or-

tenburger, an avid mountain
climber, apparently was un-
able to escape the swift-mov-
ing blaze. :

At last count, the fire
killed 25 people, destroyed
more than 3,000 houses and
apartments and caused an
estimated $2 billion in dam.-
age. Gail Baxter also per-

Leigh Ortenburger
was ready for more
challenges when he
was Killed in last
week’s East Bay fire.

ished in the. blaze, but her
husband survived with burn
injuries.

Although Ortenburger
earned a living as a mathe-
matician and statistician for
GTE, his heart belonged to
some of the world’s most
challenging mountains.

When he was only 19 years
old, Ortenburger read in an
encyclopedia that the Teton
Range in Wyoming posed
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one of the most difficult ascents
for mountain climbers.

So, being a person who liked to
find things out for himself, Orten-
burger thumbed his way to Wyo-
ming and scaled the range
while only a novice climber. It
vould be the first of many trips to
Nyoming.

“I'd never seen a rope and knew
asically nothing about real clim-
ing,” he said in a 1990 interview
vith the Jackson Hole News.

Each summer for the past 40
ears, Ortenburger visited Grand
‘eton National Park gathering in-
ormation for his guidebooks and
esearch projects. In his books, he

ad chronicled more than 1,200
limbing routes.

His first climbs in the Teton

ange included one summer in
1e 1950s when he ascended the

direct North Face, West Face,
North Ridge and the direct South
Huttress of Mount Moran.

“It's a place of distinction and
beauty. He had a desire to know
things completely,” his daughter

said.

The accomplishment turned
Ortenburger into an internation:
ally known climber, and he would
later lead 10 expeditions in the
Cordillera Blanca Range in Peru.
He also ascended the Andes in
South America.

In 1960, Ortenburger was
among 16 climbers from the Unit-
ed States, New Zealand and Great
Britain chosen to join Sir Ed-
mund Hillary’s expedition to the
Himalayas. Ortenburger, who
then lived in Los Altos Hills, was
selected from hundreds of appli-
cants yearning to climb with the

first man to conquer Mount Ever-

est.

Ortenburger settled in Palo Al-
to in 1957 after serving two years
in the Army. He continued to do
some climbing at Yosemite Na-
tional Park, but something al-
ways drew him to the Teton
Range.

“What we were doing was
mountaineering, a tremendous
shift from rock climbing as it is
today,” he once said. “Today’s
rock climbers aren’t willing to
make a four- or six-hour hike to
the base of their climb. That
would have seemed ridiculous in
the ’50s.”

At the time of his death, Orten-
burger was working on four re-
search projects, his daughter
said. :

He wanted to write a second edi-
tion to his “Climber"s Guide to the
Teton Range,” a comprehensive

handbook for mountain climbers
considering scaling the range. He
also was working on a historical
look at exploration of the range, a
history of the names of the sur-
rounding area, and a book of pho-
tos of the mountains in Peru. He
spent almost six months a year in
‘Wyoming collecting information
for his writings.

Ortenburger’s climbing was
stalled in 1990 by a twisted ankle,
but he had said that after the inju-
ry healed, he planned to tackle
mountains again.

Ortenburger is survived by two
daughters, Carolyn Ortenburger
of Menlo Park and Teresa Orten-
burger of Davis; and two broth-
ers, Robert Ortenburger of La Jol-
la and Arthur Ortenburger Jr. of
Fairview, N.C.

A Memorial Service will be held
Nov. 9 at 2 p.m. at the Palo Alto
Cultural Center, 1313 Newell
Road. Ashes will be scattered pri-
vately.

Donations can be sent to the
American Alpine Club, 113E. 90th
St., New York, N.Y. 10128; the Te-
ton County Historical Society,
P.0. Box 1005, Jackson, Wyo.
83001; or Wilderness Finders Inc.,
¢/0 Marin County Sheriff’s De-
bartment, Civic Center, San Ra-
fael 94903.






















