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FROM TAVERN TO BERNINA 

BY}. E.MONTGOMREY 

Read before the Alpine Club, March 31, 1936 

RANK-AND-FILE member with no particular knowledge 
or experience who is commanded to render an account of 
his stewardship in the form of a paper, and one, more

over, obliged to ransack his small stock of recollections for the 
necessary material, is grateful when a title is suggested to him, 
more especially when as in the present case it expresses his own 
mountaineering faith and experience. For while he received his 
first inspiration from the Bernina and made his first experiments 
in climbing in the Bregaglia, he may be said to have commenced 
his apprenticeship in the Oetztal, to have wandered to the Tauern, 
to have returned to Bernina for the satisfaction of certain early 
ambitions, and to have come nearest to the spice of adventure in 
the Bregaglia. Such being the theme of this paper, some in
dulgence must be granted if the personal note is struck too often. 
It is simply an attempt to convey something of what the Alps can 
give to quite an ordinary person, without the advantages of 
youthful strength or opportunity, who is obliged to possess his 
soul in patience and take, when his turn comes, such moderate 
enjoyments as lie within the measure of his powers. 

I begin at the age of eight or thereabouts with recollections yet 
retaining an extraordinary vividness and which still stan·d the test 
of repetition, of the Engadine and Pontresina in particular, of the 
thrills of glacier picnics and, above all, of the triumph of a day on 
Piz Languard. Bernina then, once and for all, took a place of 
pre-eminence in the writer's consciousness which no other 
mountain could ever displace. 

An interval of many years had to elapse with a few refreshers 
in the form of winter ski-ing, and it was not until after the war· 
that with the help and encouragement of an old member of the 
Club, the late Prebendary Heard, some experiments were made 
which opened up possibilities, and a grateful tribute must be paid, 
too, to the helpful comradeship of his admirable guide, the late 
Peter Brawand of Grindelwald, with whom I had the privilege of 
doing one or two minor ascents in the Bregaglia. 
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0ETZTAL 

As a result of these I decided to start on my own in the following 
season in a district where unskilled scramblings were less likely 
to attract the criticisms of the expert and, in the Weinstube of an 
Oetztal inn, I met Gottfried Schopf of Solden for the first time ; 
a friendship resulting which has carried me through practically 
every subsequent season. 

The Oetztal is a ·Country for hut-to-hut wanderings, a fine 
training ground for beginners and a pleasant resort for those who 
begin to find advantages in short days and comfortable nights. 
I propose to illustrate these advantages by a brief description of 
one or two typical experiences. 

The most recent was that of a six days' walk from Ober Gurgl 
to the lower Inn Valley with the idea of seeing as much as possible 
of the principal peaks of the district. Having started from Ober 
Gurgl on a brilliant afternoon and having overcome the somewhat 
toilsome ascent to the Ramolhaus, the intention was to remain at 
a reasonably high altitude until the end of the trip. The 
Ramolhaus is the resort in normal times of a stream of tourists 
crossing the Ramoljoch to Vent, and the climber who arrives 
with the intention of crossing a summit instead of the usual pass 
is received with almost embarrassing enthusiasm. The adjacent 
Grosser Ramolkogel offers a pleasant alternative to the pass if 
Vent be the objective, but we were making for the frontier-ridge 
further south and therefore ascended diagonally the eastern slopes 
of the Schalfkamm, in an easy walk of under 3 hours, to the 
Schalfkogel. Thence an admirable view of the district is obtained; 
we then descended the Schalfferner to the Sammoar hut, lying 
some 18oo ft. higher than Vent in the Niedertal. 

Our third day consisted of a more interesting traverse of a 
section of the frontier ridge including the Hintere Schwarze, 
Marzellspitzen and Similaun. The eastern ridge of the first of 
these peaks, reached in about 3 hours from the hut, is probably 
one of the most picturesque features of the district. Its southern 
slopes offer little attraction for political as well as topographical 
reasons, but the scenery on the northern side throughout the whole 
of this traverse is attractive, and the Similaun hut, now in Italian 
hands, was reached in a pleasant 4 hours. The hospitable 
attractions of the Sammoar hut and the advantage of a day 
without impediments had suggested a crossing of the Kreuzkamm 
further north. We returned accordingly to our quarters of the 
previous night, instead of continuing, as one easily could, along 
the frontier ridge from the Sirnilaun. As a result of a break in 
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the weather, the fourth day was occupied by a longish hour's walk 
down to Vent and another 3 hours up the Rofental to the Vernagt 
hut, a particul~rly pleasant example of the enterprise of the 
D.u.CE.A.-V. in hut construction and management. On the fifth 
day ~he Hintere Brochkogel was reached in 3 hours by the Kleiner 
·vernagt Ferner, the reward being an impressive view of the 
Wildspitze, the Oetztal's .highest point. It was a matter of less 
than I! hours to descend to the Mitterkaar Joch and to plod up 
one of the well-beaten tracks to Wildspitze's summit, crowned by 
a magnificent cross of wood encased in stainless steel, recently 
erected by the piety of the Oetztalers. Unfortunately, the weather 
had deteriorated and for the second time on this peak, I found 
the view which must be particularly extensive, completely obscured 
by clouds ; our time was occupied in the application of certain 
restoratives to an exhausted family party who had toiled in deep 
and soft snow all the way from the Braunschweiger hut in the 
pursuance of the popular duty of reaching the highest summit in 
Ty~ol. The descent to the Taschach Haus at the head of one of 
the contributory glens of the Pitztal, occupied 3! hours. There 
remained one more ridge to cross, the Kaunergrat, which further 
north comprises some of the best rock peaks of the district or, 
according to Austrians, the best in all North Tyrol. It had been 
our intention to do this over the attractive-looking Vordere 
Oelgrubenspitze, but the morning of our last day came with 
cloud and rain, and we were obliged to find our way by map and 
compass over the Oelgrubenjoch. Deceived by a temporary 
break in the clouds, we rushed up the Hintere Oelgrubenspitze, 
but saw nothing of what must be an interesting view of the some
.what romantic scenery of this western portion of the district. 
At the Joch, we parted till next season, and in I! hours I had 
descended 3300 ft. to the Gepatschhaus, and a few hours later 
I staggered in bruised and dazed condition from the motor 'bus 
which appears to go on surviving the appallingly rough and 
precarious track to Prutz on the Inn. 

On the occasion of my first visit to the Oetztal, the Weisskugel 
was held out as a laudable ambition, but after a horrible night in 
th~ overcrowded Brandenburger Haus, a snowstorm brought that 
holiday to an untimely end. This disappointment was remedied 
at the tail-end of the following season, by a dash from Nauders 
on the Austrian side of the Reschen-Scheideck Pass over the 
Sadererjoch into the Radurscheltal, where a delectable night was 
spent in a huntsman's lodge. On the following day a 5-hours' 
·ascent partly over a wilderness of rock (enough, as Gottfried 
expressed it, to build again the City of London were it burnt 
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down), led to the summit of the Glockturm, ·from which we 
crossed the Glockturmjoch, descended the Malagtal and traversed 
the slopes of the Langtauferertal to the Weisskugel hut (now known 
as the Rifugio Pio Nono). From this the Weisskugel (or as 
Italians call it, Palla Bianca) was ascended in under 4 hours by 
the Barenbartjoch and theW. ridge. . 

The foregoing are only two examples of a number of tours of 
the same nature which could be planned with the object of 
exploring the district in a series of short days, mostly on snow, 
sleeping comfortably and eating well at D.u.CE.A.-V. huts, the 
Bewirtschaftung of which makes it possible to dispense with the 
carrying of supplies. 

TAUERN 

A glimpse of the slender spire of the Gross Glockner at a 
distance of some 75 miles from one of the Stubai summits, led 
to plans for a frontier walk E. of the Brenner Pass cut short, 
alas ! in its early stages by weather and other causes. I had to be 
content with a more conventional approach to the Hohe Tauern 
from Heiligenblut, then a quieter spot than since the opening 
last summer of the Glocknerstrasse. The climb of the Glockner 
itself was something of an anticlimax. Most of a sunny day was 
spent in a leisurely ascent from the Glocknerhaus by a well-beaten 
track to the hut on the Adlersruhe from which it had been our 
intention to descend next day on the southern side and reascend 
the mountain itself over the S. or Stud! ridge. At 4 P.M., however, 
the weather showed signs of lapsing into its usual mood during 
that season of N.W. wind and snow; our feelings were 'let us 
make sure of our mountain while we can.' In I! hours we were 
over the Klein Glockner, across the ' Scharte' (undefiled by· the 
wire rope which that year was buried in exceptionally deep snow), 
and at the unusual time of 5.30 to 6 P.M. we were on the summit 
admiring the remarkable depth of the Molltal below us and the 
evening sunlight on the cliffs of Triglav, 75 miles away on the 
J ugoslavian frontier. We raced back to the hut before a bitter 
wind and scurries of snow to a dinner of roast chicken a good 
effort at I I ,ooo feet ! 

As an introduction to the Glockner itself I would commend the 
traverse from the Glocknerhaus of two pleasant little peaks, the 
Fuscherkarkopf and the Sonnenwelleck and, for a viewpoint, 
the Johannisberg. 

The second snow-massif of the Hohe Tauern, the Venediger 
group, had to be left for another season and it was only last summer 
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that I crossed it in the course of a walk from Eastern Tyrol to the 
Zillertal. Of the Gross Venediger itself, the less said the better. 
I have reasons to believe we reached the summit, but the evidence 
consisted only in the whiteness beyond a certain point turning 
out to be snow in motion instead of snow at rest ! A better day 
had previously been spent in doing the Simonyspitze from the 
Rostock hut by a direct route which, though obvious, appeared 
to be considered unconventional by the lady of the hut, who had 
also been surprised by Slingsby's performances a few days 
previously on the Dreiherrnspitze. 

It was on the conclusion of my first visit to the Tauern ending 
in an unsuccessful attempt against wind and snow in the direction 
of the Wiesbachhorn that consultations resulted in a decision 
to devote the next season to something on a bigger scale and the 
choice for me naturally fell on the Bernina . 

• 

BERNINA 

So much has been said and written on the major expeditions 
in this district that one hesitates to refer at all to one's own slender 
experiences of the stock ascents, but I must briefly mention three 
which have specially appealed to me. First and foremost I would 
put Piz Bernina itself. The traverse by the great N. ridge still 
known by the hybrid name of the B£ancograt, Pizzo Bianco and 
the' Scharte 'is, I think it will be agreed, one of the most inspiring 
things of its kind in the Alps. I have the happiest recollections 
of perfect conditions from the start at 2.30 A.M. from the Tschierva 
hut to a festive celebration in the evening at the Morteratsch 
Restaurant. We climbed in company with a Svviss lady and 
Angelo Dibona of Cortina, and as none of us had done the 
mountain before, the discovery in the dark of the first entry to 
the rocks above the Tschierva Glacier gave rise to some animated 
discussion and, throughout the day, there was a tendency on the 
part of Angelo to demonstrate his superiority on rock and of 
Gottfried to take the lead on· snow or ice, causing some harmless 
amusement. Perhaps the former small boy of eight at Pontresina 
may be allowed some sense of gratification in finding himself, 
thirty-seven years later, on the summit ! 

Next to Bernina I will put the traverse from the Diavolezza of 
the entire Pali.i-Bellavista-Zupo ridge, which though without any 
technical difficulty is a glorious Gratwanderung. The eastern 
summit of Piz Pali.i is an easy 3! hours from the hut and the 
traverse takes one in some 4 hours over seven subsequent 
' summits,' the last of which, Piz Zupo, has the dignity of a 
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' Fourthous.ander,' 1 Pali.i itself is a lovely mountain a ' White 
Heaven ' rather than a ' White Hell,' 2 and I do not care how 
many times I repeat the ascent. 

My third climb of this order of magnitude would be Piz Roseg, 
but by the N. ridge (known as the Eselsgrat) and the Schneekuppe 
in preference to the more usual route of tragic memory (A.J. 45· 
414 sqq.). Under the perfect conditions which I was fortunate 
enough to experience this is an attractive climb : the rocks of the 
ridge are free from ' objective ' danger and the N. face is seen at 
its best in the early sunlight. 

BREGAGLIA 

Lastly Bregaglia. It has often been my delight to round off 
an Engadine holiday with a few days in this district of very special 
and intimate charm. Its three principal glaciers, the Forno, 
Albigna, and Bondasca, each discharging into Val Bregaglia and 
thence into the Lago di Como, have their individual characteristics 
in ascending order of wildness. A feature of the district is what 
the new S.A.C. Guide describes as the light grey granite of some 
of its rock peaks ' whose youthful freshness delights us each time 
we see it anew!' In spite of Dr. Claude Wilson's (A.J. 24. 
381 sqq.) classic introduction in 1909 and of the associations of 
the district with Christian Klucker in whose Adventures it figures 
so largely, the number of British climbers who visit it is compara-

. tively small and yet the heart of it, at the Forno hut, can be 
reached in a walk of little more than 3 hours from Maloja. No 
reference to the Forno hut would be complete without some 
mention of the guardian Fritz l{rause of Rorschach, popularly 
known as ' Munk,' who receives one (as a recent article in 
Die Alpen puts it) 'with a slightly reserved politeness,' but 
subsequently takes one completely under his wing. 

From this hut there is a rare selection of expeditions ranging 
from such short and easy days as the Monte del Forno and the 
Casnile Pass to the fearsome granite climbs on the Torrone ridge 
and the Punta Rasica. 

The traverse of the Cime di Vazzeda and Rosso was perhaps 
my happiest experience ; a round of about 9! hours from the hut. 
The rocks from the Passo di Vazzeda to the first summit, which 
took us about a couple of hours, are interesting and the view of 
the northern face of Monte Disgrazia is superb. A somewhat 

1 Reduced in the latest Siegfried sheet to 3998 m. Editor. 
2 A.J. 42. 121- 2. The name given in the British version of the infamous 

' Fanck' film. 
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precipitous descent to a couple of narrow notches leads to the 
N .E. ridge of the Rosso, and so to the second summit, from which 
one enjoys a similar view of great magnificence. It is strange 
that it was not until 1892 that such an attractive little expedition 
should have been first done by !{Iucker with his curious client, 
Rydzewsky, and the snow-shy Barbaria. 

On the western side of the glacier there is pleasant granite 
climbing on the Cima del Largo, another of Klucker's peaks in 
1891. Klucker and Barb aria by themselves actually climbed the 
highest point (the' Punta Est') by the now more usual route in 
1891, and on the following day took up their' Herr,' Rydzewsky, 
who entered his own expedition as the first ascent in the Forno hut 
book, an entry subsequently corrected by Klucker. My visit took 
place as one of a light-hearted party in between thunderstorms : 
anyone short of an excellent hat is welcome to look for mine in 
one of the precipitous gullies plunging down to Val Bregaglia. 
The adjacent Piz Bacone is a favourite view-point, and I would 
commend the ascent by the N. ridge on excellent granite ; the 
rock in the southern gully, on the descent to the Albigna, is 
somewhat loose, but the expedition makes a. fine day between the 
two glens. 

Another good day can be spent between the Forno and Albigna 
huts in traversing two fine peaks, the Cime di Cantone and 
Castello, though my own experiences on this climb were mixed. 
We began with an unsettled morning: Gottfried complained of 
a nightmare in the hut and speculated on its significance, becoming 
only too apparent as the day went on~ It was the last day of our 
season and I was foolish enough to start with the wherewithal 
for settling up my obligations in a breast pocket. The warmth on 
the slopes above the Forno Glacier was oppressive and in a 
struggle to remove a woolly waistcoat without taking off the rope 
the contents of a pocket were squeezed out and disappeared down 
a hopelessly narrow and deep crevasse. Perhaps the fact that 
some day Swiss francs sufficient, at present rates of exchange, for 
a respectable holiday in Switzerland will work their way out of 
the Forno Glacier will act as an incentive to more members of 
the Club to visit the district ! Half-way up the N. ridge of 
Castello we met the clouds which had begun to pour over from 
Italy and arrived at the summit in a thick mist. We were puzzled 
by the sound of voices coming from an Italian party who had 
simultaneously come up from the southern side, and the effect 
of the situation was such that I found myself as never before
unable to think of a single word in their language. Finally, in 
our anxiety not to find ourselves on the wrong side of the Italian 
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frontier in the mist, we bore too far to the N. in our descent and 
found ourselves on unpleasantly steep and insecure slopes above 
the northern instead of the southern Castello Glacier. Thanks 
to a temporary break in the cloud, a clue -vvas discovered to the 
maze of crevasses below us and we reached the Albigna hut 
nearly I I hours after leaving the Forno. \A.T e had had enough of 
nightmares and their significance ! 

Piz Zocca is an obvious attraction from the Albigna hut and we 
took it in I933 by the usual route up the N.W. face. The three 
bergschrunds were in an advanced stage of decay : we crossed 
them by precarious bridges and I doubt whether they would have 
been possible a day later. Conditions on the upper part of the 
glacier were similar to those which must have obtained on the 
southern slopes of Piz Roseg six days later ; an ice slope covered 
with damp snow which balled in the crampons, and I could 
readily ~ppreciate what probably happened on that fatal day. 
From these slopes one looks across to the fantastic Sciara peaks 
and into the somewhat forbidding recesses of the Albigna, sur
rounded by the formidable cliffs of the Pizzi del Ferro from the 
Punta Qualido (Ferro Orientale) to the Cima della Bondasca. 
From the little col at the head of the face it is a matter of half an 
hour up the sharp W. ridge to the summit. 

A brief reference must be made in conclusion to the Bondasca. 
My acquaintance with that amazingly beautiful glen is limite.P to 
a traverse from the Albigna of the two little Cacciabella peaks; 
Nord and Sud, with a descent down a steep couloir below the 
Forcola Cacciabella Sud to the slopes of detritus and broken rock 
below the Sci ora ridge. Lower down the valley is dominated by 
the great north wall of Piz Badile.3 The village of Bondo at its 
foot lies a little off the track of the stream of motor traffic in 
Val Bregaglia and it is still a place of tranquillity and peace. 

I like the Bregaglia for the final stage of a holiday. One leaves 
it with a particular sense of Italian warmth and colour coming 
pleasantly after Swiss austerity. A fitting conclusion is to walk 
up through the chestnut woods to Soglio and to spend a day or 
two there in comfortable quarters contemplating the view across 
the valley of the Sci ora and frontier peaks. 

3 We learn that the N. face of Piz Trubinasca, 2918 m. = 9567 ft., has 
(1935) been polluted with spikes. Editor. 
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