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MATTERHORN: THE 1931 VENTURES. 

I. The North Face : the Ascent by Franz and Toni Schmid. 

(Read befor~ the Alpine Club, F ebruary 2, 1932.) 

BY E. NOEL BOWMAN. 

HOSE members of the Alpine Club present in Zermatt will 
not forget the excitement which reigned \Vhen it · became 

known, on Friday, July 31, that ·a really serious attempt was 
being made on one of the last great unsolved problems of 
the Alps the N. face of the Matterhorn. Information had 
been telephoned to the village by the gardien of the Hornli hut 
that two young Germans were making slow but definite 
progress up the colossal precipices above the Matterhorn 
Glacier : towards evening a crowd collected round the t elescope 
outside the H otel Mont Cervin when it became knovvn that they 
had been viewed. 

These two men, both in the early twenties, were the brothers 
Franz and Toni Schmid of Munich, belonging to the' Oberland ' 
section of the D. & Oe. A.-V., and engineering students by 
profession. Their means being extremely limited, · they had 
bicycled practically all the way from Munich to Zermatt, at 
any rate from Rorschach on Lake Constance. They had 
climbed together for some years and had accomplished some 
remarkable ascents in the Eastern Alps.1 

On Tuesday, July 28, they pitched their t ent at the foot of 
the N. face of the Matterhorn at an altitude of about 
2400 m. The next day was spent in finding the best way 
through the seracs of the lVIatterhorn Glacier to the foot of the 
great ice slope which is such a prominent feature of the face. 
Thursday, the 30th, was utilized as an off day. That night at 
11.30 P.M. their alarum clock raised them from a fitful slumber 
and drove them out of their tent into the rather sultry night. 
The scenery was bathed in bright moonlight, except where the 
enormous shadow of the Matterhorn almost engulfed the valley 
of Z'mutt. After a light breakfast, they started accordingly at 
12.10 A .M. on July 31. Franz carried a rucksack containing 
a large quantity of ice and rock pitons, Karabiner, line, a rubber 

1 Of. A.J. 43, 384 and footnote 5. 
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tent-sack and some food. Toni was loaded up with two 40-m. 
ropes and the crampons. At about 2 A.M. they reached the 
S.A.O. hut on the Hornli and requested the astonished gardien, 
who was about to light the fire, ~o vvarn parties that an attempt 
was to be made on the N. face. They then descended 
rapidly to the lower plateau of the Matterhorn Glacier and, after 
putting on their crampons, clambered over the debris of a 
fallen serac and so on to the upper plateau at the foot of the 
N. face . 

. A.t this point the great ice slope slants upwards at an angle of 
about 60° for about 1000 ft., eventually petering out in black 
vertical rocks. After ascending the steep avalanche shoot at the 
foot of the slope, they attained t he gaping bergschrund at 3.45. 
The next few minutes were occupied in roping up on both the 
40-m. ropes joined together and in distributing pitons and 
Ka'rabiner, all this taking place under a constant bombardment 
of snow and ice particles which came bounding over the pro
jecting upper lip of the schrund. 

At 4 A.M. signs of daybreak became evident, and Toni Schmid 
started up the very steep slope deeply grooved by falling stones 
and ice. In order to save time and strength, no steps were 
cut, both brothers relying on their crampons and upon the 
security of a piton driven into the ice by the leader at the end 
of each rope's length. This continued for some time without 
a pause, as they were, of course, absolutely devoid of any 
shelter from stones falling from the dark rocks hundreds of feet 
above. At length, just at sunrise, little ribs of rock, very 
slabby in structure and all partially glazed, began to appear 
through the ice. As there were no means whatever of belaying, 
only very slow progress was possible : every hold had first of 
all to be cleared of ice and snow. Above, away to the right, 
lay the base of the enormous gully, leading steeply upwards 
from left to right and terminating in the final wall some 1750 ft. 
below the summit. This gully was highly glazed, as indeed 
had been observed from below, but it afforded the only means 
of progress up the tremendous face. 
· The problem was how to reach the base of the gully. The 
traverse across to it looked and was extremely exposed and 
dangerous. The route led diagonally up almost vertical slabs, 
covered with a 1 0-cm. coat of verglas, and more or less bisected 
by a rock rib. It was only possible to cut very ·small nicks 
just sufficient to hold the points of the crampons, so as to avoid 
splitting off the layer of ice from the underlying rock. After 
a series of prolonged and very awkward balancing tricks, Toni 
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at last succeeded in reaching . the beginning of the rib and 
proceeded cautiously along it to the full length of the rope 
before handing the lead over to Franz. 

At the end of another 200 ft. Franz reached the commence
ment of the gully and, about 70 ft. further on, Toni was able 
to join him on a small knob of rock which proved to be the only 
resting-place on the entire overwhelming face. After eating 
a bar of chocolate they started off again. Slowly but surely 
they forced their way up the gully, the rocks of which were 
very rotten, at times using the strip of ice running down the 
middle, at others taking to the rocks on the right. Once they 
were lured away to the left by easy-looking rocks, proving, 
however, to be a snare and a delusion, and were forced to make 
a hazardous traverse back to the gully. Stones of all sizes 
hurtled incessantly past them into the depths, but fortunately 
they were always just out of the line of fire. 

At last, as the sun was sinking low in the west, Franz started 
the last rope's length of the gully and, after an exciting chimney 
followed by a small vertical wall of ice, reached the slabs of 
the face itself. Black grooves glistening with ice led up to the 
left towards the Swiss shoulder, where belated parties returning 
from the summit could be seen and heard. The question of a 
place to spend the night began to predominate in their minds, 
for they had realized for some time that a bivouac was inevit
able. But where ? There was not a single spot in sight where 
it would have been possible to halt for the several necessary 
hours. 

Toni, who was now leading, went on and on, tortured by 
thirst, his fingers bleeding and stiff with cold. Both were 
tiring rapidly now, but the difficulties did not lessen, rock ribs 
alternating 'vith iced grooves and runnels in deadly monotony. 
It was almost impossible to manipulate the rope, now frozen 
stiff like a steel hawser. At the end of an hour, night was 
falling fast, while a wreath of grey mist gradually enveloping 
them did not appear too promising for. the next day's prospects . 
If the weather broke while they were still on the face, they 
knew that there was little hope of a successful issue. 

Eventually Franz, who was once more leading, discovered, 
a few yards to the left, a small outward-sloping boss about 
3 ft. square projecting from the sheer face. In traversing to 
this boss an incident occurred nearly leading to fatal conse
quences. Franz had a bad stance about 10 ft. above his 
brother, who was well placed, and, while the latter belayed him, 
moved up towards a better position. Suddenly, without 
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warning, the boulder on which Toni was standing broke clean 
away from the mountain and crashed down to the glacier. 
In falling he managed to seize a bulge of rock and remained 
hanging from this by his hands until Franz contrived to pull 
him up on to fresh footholds. 

At last, at 8.30 P.M., they reached the sloping boss. They 
were at an altitude of about 4150 m. It took some little time 
before they were able to turn in for the night. First of all, the 
minute boss had to be cleared of ice and snow, then pitons -vvere 
driven well into the rock, on to which they tied themselves, 
after which they secured axes and crampons to another piton 
and crept into their tent-sack. Here they crouched, suspended, 
so to speak, over an immense abyss, -vvith but one thought in 
mind not to lose their balance. With great care they extracted 
from the rucksack such food as they had, bread, bacon, cheese 
and dried fruits. Only enough could be spared to take the 
edge off their appetites and then they settled down to await 
the dawn. Fortunately the weather had improved and the 
mist had disappeared, leaving a clear and starry sky. Gusts 
of icy wind got up and bellied out the thin rubber sack as they 
cowered together in their -vvet clothing. The lights of Zermatt, 
more than 8000 ft. below, reminded them of the existence of 
warmth and comfort. The night passed very, very slowly, and 
they suffered considerably frorn cramp, owing to the impossi
bility of changing their positions in the confined space. 

They greeted the dawn, which began to break about 4 A.1L , 

with shouts of joy. The cold became more and more pene
trating, but at last day came and with chattering teeth they 
sat in an icy wind watching for 'the sun. At length it broke 
through the clouds low on the horizon and soon they felt the 
life-giving warmth of its rays. They crept stiffly out of their 
ice-coated sack and thawed themselves out. 

At 7 A.M. on August 1 they started off, &gain wearing 
crampons owing to the bad condition of the rocks. From this 
point they could see a well-graduated rib leading far up into 
the face, giving rise to hope that the worst was over. Toni 
led for two rope-lengths and then resigned the lead to his 
brother. All went well for .another 30 ft. and then the way was 
barred by very steep and smooth slabs in which there was not 
a single crack in which they could insert a piton for belaying 
purposes. Franz struggled up for a metre or so, trying to hack 
off the ice from the rocks. But in vain; the slabs were holdless 
and hopeless, and only after a supreme effort was he able to 
regain his original small stance. Things looked bad, and Franz, 

• 
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beginning almost to lose heart, shouted down to his brother 
below that they must try to traverse back to the Zermatt ridge. 
Toni, however, refused to throw up the sponge at this stage 
and suggested traversing to the right. Just at this critical 
moment, about 7.45 A.M., a party led by Alexander Pollinger 
appeared on the Shoulder and in the course of a long-range 
conversation (they were about 400 yds. distant) intimated that 
the suggested traverse to the right was the only hope.2 

Franz pulled himself together and started off. The route 
passed over a narrow ledge of rotten snow, appearing almost 
to tremble in the breeze, and then over a series of reddish
yellow slabs coated with a glaze of ice slightly thicker than 
usual, without which the traverse would have been impossible. 
Thunder began to rumble in the distance and clouds were 
gradually forming on the ridges and cliffs. Speed was essential. 
as they could not face the possibility of a bad storm while still 
on the face . 

. A.t length they reached a deep crevice filled 'vith snow, 
leading up and up into the grey mist. With dulled senses and 
almost oblivious of everything but the work in hand, they 
struggled on and upwards. Groove succeeded groove inter
spersed with small cliffs plastered with snow, till, just as the 
slope of the mountain began to ease off, a heavy hailstorm, 
accompanied by thunder and lightning, broke over them. 
Nothing, however, could stop them now, and exactly at 
2 P.M • . they reached the top a few feet to the left of the cross on 
the Italian summit. 

The North face was conquered! There was no time for con
gratulations; discarding their axes near the cross round which 
lightning was playing, they found shelter under a small over
hang. Not until then did the full fury of the storm break. 
After it had slackened off somewhat, they commenced the 
descent of the N.E. ridge. Just below the Shoulder a second 
storm burst, even worse than the first. Hail and snow flowed 
over the rocks like a waterfall and in a trice the rope became 
thickly coated with ice and more of a hindrance than a help. 
After a hard struggle they reached the Solvay hut at 5.30 P.M. 

They took off their frozen clothing, stood it up in the corner, 

2 This party, both on its way to and return from the summit, 
was able to observe them at work and, on arriving at the Shoulder 
at 10.45 A.M. on the descent, Pollinger shouted to them once more, 
but their reply was unintelligible as by this time the Bavarians had 
finished their traverse and were higher up the face. 
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wrapped all the twelve blankets round them and finished off 
their food. And so to bed, from which they did not rise until 
noon the following day. After another meal taken from the 
very scanty emergency-rations in the hut, they slept on again 
until the next morning. 

By this time the storm, which had continued almost unin
terruptedly for over 36 hours, had finished and they were able 
to leave the hut on August 3 at 7 A.M. As they had never 
been on the mountain before, they were not very certain of the 
way, and so follo-vved the ridge wherever possible. The con
ditions were very bad and fresh snow lay deep on the rocks. 
At 12.30 they encountered their two friends who had come 
up the mountain to meet them, and together descended to 
Zermatt .. 

Times vvere as follows : 

. 

Crossed bergschrund 
Arrived at bivouac 
Left bivouac . 
Reached summit . 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• • 04.00 
• • 20.30 
• • 07.00 
• • 14.00 

This works out at 34 hours on the face, of which 23 were 
occupied in actual climbing. 

There are some who will deprecate such ascents, but as 
regards the N. face of the Matterhorn, it is, at any rate, not 
a case of a variation deviating from another line of ascent by 
a metre or two, but of an entirely new route on a hitherto 
unclimbed face. These young Germans are not of the' record
breaking ' type, as I am able to testify by reason of a prolonged 
conversation which I had with them at the dinner given in 
their honour by Dr. Seiler at the Hotel Mont Cervin. This 
function was one of the most interesting and certainly the 
most cosmopolitan which I have ever attended. Two illu
minated scrolls, signed by all present, were presented to the 
brothers, as well as a fine photograph of the N. face, given by 
the V alais guides. 

For the next few days the Schmids remained at the Mont 
Cervin as the guests of Dr. Seiler and then they left for 
Chamonix, once again on bicycles, with the intention of trying 
the N. face of the Gran des J orasses. This, however, did not 
rna terialize. 

In conclusion, I would like to express my thanks to Herr Toni 
Schmid for his courtesy in supplying me with the notes on which 
this paper is based. 

• 


	69
	P69-70 Aerial Matterhorn N.Face
	70
	P70-71(a) Bros.Schmidt on N.Face
	71
	72
	73
	74

