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HESE are no ' Confessions of an Eigerwander ' no accounts of 
desperate struggles against the vertical, or the impossible, but 
rather, three quite ordinary stories of mountain adventure, in 

which the span of our efforts was extended beyond the normal limits, 
either by intent, or by adverse weather conditions, or by a combination 
of the two. Many of you will recall similar experiences, and it is rather 
with the idea of evoking such memories, and of comparing one's mental 
reactions during moments of unusual fatigue, than from any intrinsic 
value in the adventures themselves, that my stories are told. One of 
them has been published before,! and I must apologise in advance to 
those of you who will find it less interesting on that account. 

Like charity, I begin at home with a solitary day on our British hills. 
It was February 1944. I had been attending a course run by the Royal 
Navy at one of their schools sited with all the nicety of the Senior 
Service between Wasdale and the sea. The invasion of France was 
imminent, and I was not to miss this last opportunity of a day on the 
hills. On a borrowed bicycle, I cycled up to Wasdale Head, in the face 
of a biting wind and occasional handfuls of rain. The clouds were 
down over the Screes, and the waves of Wastwater were whipped into 
the rollers of an inland sea. Leaving my bicycle at Brackenclose, I 
set off for Scafell Pike, and before I had reached the foot of Brown 
Tongue the rain had turned to sleet. I had climbed the Pike many 
times before, and felt quite confident of my ability to reach the summit, 
even in mist. As I gained height, however, the storm grew worse, and· 
obliterated the Pinnacle Face of ·Scafell on my right. 

It was now snowing hard and the wind had risen to a gale. I sup
pose it could be termed, by British standards, a raging blizzard. Still, 
I felt fit and warm from my activity, and derived a fierce pleasure from 
the physical battle with the storm. I swung left, and then right, up 
the final slopes to the summit. The Ordnance Survey cairn was a 
strange sight draped with ice and throwing out a battery of horizontal 
icicles to one side. 

After a halt of less than a minute, I turned to descend and experienced 
something of a shock. My tracks, which I had fondly imagined would 
help me on the descent, had completely disappeared and only then, I 
think, did I appreciate the intensity of the storm. On the way up, my 
eye had picked out the bare undersides of rocks and had been able to 
focus on them. This guide to navigation was now denied me. 

There was nothing to break the white monotony and nothing to 
1 Climbers' Club Journal, 1948. 
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distinguish the ground at my feet from the swirling snow-sky around 
me. Gradient up or down was only revealed as my foot went forward 
and made contact, early or late in its stride. My mind, which had been 
fully occupied on the ascent with the immediate problems of gaining 
height, now had nothing, or too much, to do, and seemed to give up the 
unequal struggle. I stumbled drunkenly down in a sort of dream. At 
no time during my wanderings on the hills have I experienced such a 
complete sense of solitude. I have often been caught in mist, and lost 
sight of all the normal signs of man's existence. Usually I have had 
companions, but even when climbing alone the very ground has some
how served as a conductor of human currents. Here the white blanket 
of snow beneath and around me seemed to serve as a perfect insulator, 
cutting me off from all contact with the rest of the world. As I de
scended my foot struck a void and I rolled down a short slope and lay for 
a minute in the deep; wet snow at the bottom. It occurred to me how 
pleasant a death for the Arctic explorers this soft bed could provide. 
Not that my thoughts turned on death nor was I in any way con
cerned about my prospects. I seemed to be in no danger of physical 
exhaustion. I still felt warm and active, and I knew that, in twenty 
minutes or so, I should be down to more temperate levels . Soon the 
dull shape of Scafell sprang out at me through the cloud. I found my 
tracks and followed them down to Brackenclose and rain. The whole 
expedition had lasted less than three hours. But I had the impression 
that I had been to the moon and back. Not much of an adventure·
and no exhaustion. 

In sport, the quality of the gaine depends on the strength of the 
opposition. I suppose the same could be said of politics. So is it in 
our climbing. Like the mountains we climb, we have, of course, our 
changing moods and are happy now to wander over the hills at leisure, 
now to accept the sterner challenge of a difficult rock climb or a great 
Alpine ridge. 

On the climb which forms my second story, this challenge was taken 
up, in a traverse of the Moming-Weisshorn chain from the Mountet 
hut to the Tracuit, during that glorious summer of I 94 7. 

We had traversed the Zinal Rothorn from the Trift, and my engage
ment with Remy Theytaz of Ayer was coming to an end. I had planned 
at some time to traverse the Morning ridge in the opposite direction from 
the Arpitetta Alp ; but Remy now suggested something more. He 
had an engagement the following evening at the Tracuit hut. What 
could be more convenient than a traverse of the whole Morning Ridge, 
taking in the Schallihorn and Weisshorn as well? It would mean a long 
day, and the possibility of a bivouac. Either we could go prepared 
for a night out, or travel light for the sake of greater speed. We 
decided on the latter course, and at 2.15 A.M., left the Mountet
rather later than we had intended, partly owing to a late evening, en
livened by a sort of eisteddfod which was staged outside the hut by a 
large party of the Swiss Alpine Club, and partly by various delays before 
starting. We .retraced our steps of the previous evening up to the 
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shoulder of the Rothorn. From this point our day's march stretched 
out before us over the two Morning peaks, along the long crest of the 
Schallihorn to the Schallijoch, finally to spring upwards in an impres
sive sweep to the crowning summit of the Weisshorn, standing supreme. 
Behind, and partly out of sight, lay the north ridge of the W eisshorn, 
and the snowy dome of the Bieshorn, where our descent would lie. 
Our going was uneventful and straightforward until we reached the 
summit of the Schallihorn at 10 o'clock. On our descent of its longer, . 

. more broken northern ridge we encountered bad rock for the only time 
during the day, and I found this section the least enjoyable. The 
Schalligrat ros·e ever higher ahead of us as we lost height, and a party of 
three, descending from the Schallijoch, were threading the maze of the 
Schalliberg glacier, down to the Weisshorn hut. They were the only 
other human beings we saw throughout this long day, from hut to 
hut. Their expedition was ending ; it seemed that ours was just 
beginning. 

We stayed three-quarters of an hour at the Schallijoch, from 12.30 
to 1.15 P.M. Our pace, though not excessive, had been well main
tained, and apart from two short halts for food and the usual stops 
for fixing or ·removing our crampons, we had moved continuously. 
We seemed to have developed a sort of second wind from this uninter
rupted rhythm, and there was no suggestion of a retreat or an escape to 
theW eisshorn hut. (I think a descent on the west side to the Arpitetta 
Alp would have been in any case out of the question at that time.) · 

The Schalligrat was completely free from snow, and the rocks were 
dry and warm. I climbed in rubbers and found the ridge in every way 
delightful. The warmth of the sun seemed to lift us on our way, and 
we floated up, climbing together and continuously, in a steady and 
unbroken rhythm. The rock was not difficult, but required complete 
concentration, and after 2 hours the pace began to tell. We fully 
realised the need for keeping up our speed on this, the crux of the long 
traverse, but success now seemed to be \vell vvithin our grasp and we 
enjoyed a short halt of 15 minutes. In another hour, at 4.30, we 
reached our fourth summit of the day. . · 

I can add nothing to what has already been &aid by others, and more 
worthily, about the summit of the W eisshorn. It was my first visit to 
this most graceful of all Alpine peaks, and I carry in my mind a picture 
of beauty of form and colour which other summit views will never 
cloud. As the evening wore on, the gradations of light and shade from 
the western ridges were veiled by wisps of cloud rising from the darken
ing valleys. The whole scene, tinged by the sun's last rays, forms a 
memory of unforgettable splendour. 

It was with a feeling of great reluctance that we finally left our summit 
at s.rs, and started down the north ridge. Here there was snow 
again, but only in patches and much of our climbing was over bare 
rock. We passed the Grand Gendarme, almost without noticing it, 
climbing down its well-worn holds, and disdaining the rope loops, 
threadbare relics of earlier parties. It was only on . turning from 
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below that I recognised this great tower. Our main difficulties were 
now behind us, symbolised by these imposing crags, and a short 
scramble along the ridge brought us to the snow saddle below the 
Bieshorn. From this point our way lay over snowfield and glacier, 
so that although the sun was sinking to the horizon, our chances of 
reaching the Tracuit hut seemed bright. We swung rhythmically up 
to the Bieshorn, and quickly down to the upper reaches of the Turt
mann glacier, as the sun set, leaving us behind, it seemed, in a deserted 
world. As we descended the glacier, the full flush of achievement 
began to take hold of me, and with the involuntary relaxation of con
centration which precedes the end of a long day, my reserves were 
gradually let loose. We jogged down, half asleep, and strangely 
satisfied with our fatigue, the dull, pleasant pain of physical repletion 
in our limbs. On one occasion I awoke with a start to find the snow 
level with my chest and my arms and axe spread instinctively in front 
of me. I struggled out of the crevasse, and we continued without 
comment. It wasn't even amusing. A little later, I had another 
shock twinkling lights away to the right. I ~ rubbed my eyes. I 
knew I was tired but surely, not hallucinations ? I asked Remy what 
they were. ' Comment? Quoi? Ou ?' I feared the worst. Then 
to my relief he spotted them and identified the street lights of Montana, 
a dozen miles away across the Rhone V alley. 

This sign of civilisation seemed strangely out of place. But the 
world of peace and beauty, which we were leaving, was not yet done 
with us. As we crossed the level floor of the glacier, the sky to our left 
grew bright and the full moon sailed up over the shoulder of the Tete-
-de-Millon, casting our long shadows far over the snow, and seeming to 
light up the snow foam which trailed around Remy's feet. My mind, 
which was empty of all the normal processes of thought, seems .. to have 
been all the more receptive to this impression of magic. 

At IO o'clock we reached the hut, I9! hours after leaving the Mountet. 
We had been in actual movement for about I7 hours. 

Everything had gone right in I947· In I948 the weather reasserted 
its authority. A party of five, F. H. Keenlyside, Roy Beard, David 
Brown, John Watson and myself had spent a week or so in the Saas
Macugnaga-Zermatt area and had been forced to abandon all our 
carefully laid plans one by one. On Friday, July 23, however, the 
weather seemed to have improved, and we decided to attempt one 
major climb before the holiday came to an end. Remy Theytaz had 
now joined us and in the afternoon the six of us made our way up to the 
new Tasch hut along that delightful path rising through the woods from 
the valley below Zermatt. Our plan was to climb· the Taschhorn by 
the Teufelsgrat and descend to the Langeftuh via the Mischabeljoch. 
We had the hut to ourselves except for one Swiss pair and this well 
indicates the depressing effect that the weather .had had on other parties. 
From the hut book, we noticed that the Teufelsgrat had only been 
climbed once from the hut since its opening in I 946. 

We started at I ·45 A.M., on the 24th. The night was cold and clear 
VOL. LVII. NO. CCLXXIX N 
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and the full moon, which was two days old, soon made our lanterns 
unnecessary. The weather seemed to have turned at last. 

Kurz gives I 5 hours from Tasch Alp to the summit. We thought 
that we could save at least 2 hours of this time by our speed and pos
sibly another hour by starting from the hut which is itself an hour's 
climb above the chalets. In the event this latter hope was unjustified
we actually took 3 hours over the traverse from the hut to the foot of the 
couloir descending from the Kienlucke at the bottom of the Teufelsgrat 
proper, and were half-an-hour behind our ·schedule. This traverse 
involves quite a steep descent of some zoo ft. or so on to the west bay of 
the W eingarten glacier. On a dark night this might waste a lot of time 
-and it may well be that Tasch Alp will continue to be more con
venient as a base for the Teufelsgrat from this side. 

We made our way up to the ridge, on three ropes Remy leading with 
Beard, followed by Keenlyside and Watson and I brought up the rear 
with Brown. We breakfasted just below the crest of the ridge from 
7 .o to 7 ·45. As events turned out, we were not to sit down again for 
over 20 hours. · 

The party, however, was in high spirits and quotations from 
'Mummery 'were being freely exchanged, as we started off up the ridge. 
At this point it is a most impressive sight, rising like a razor's edge 
for more than a mile measured horizontally and more than half-a-mile 
in the vertical plane. The narrow crest is barred by four great steps 
which I shall refer to by the names appearing in the descriptions in the 
Kurz guide. Firstly, the Grand Gendarme (3,790 m.), the Grand 
Ressaut (3,890 m.), the Grande Tour (4,o88 m .) and the dernier ressaut, 
which he describes as' infranchissable.' This last great step gives out 
a little higher at 4,245 m. on to the snow ridge leading up to the summit 
(4,490 m.) The climbing is continuous, at a fairly easy gradient 
between the steps, and with little or no descent involved behind them 
-nowhere excessively difficult, at least under the conditions in which 
we found the lower sections, but never offering any resting place or 
relief from the exposure. The right hand edge drops practically ver
tically throughout its length, the left hand edge falling away, not quite 
so steeply, in slopes of snow and broken rock to the Kiengletscher in 
the basin between the Taschhorn and the Dom. It seemed a pity that 
this great climb was not followed more often in this way much of the 
loose rock from the crest of the ridge would be cleared away. We 
threw much of it over the edge to the right we rarely heard any 
returning sound. 

We climbed the Grand Gendarme direct, without much difficulty, 
and by I I o'clock the third party had reached the top of the Grand 
Ressaut. The first party was not more than so yards ahead. I 
remember about this time noticing a low bank of cloud away to the west. 
It did not trouble me at the time. The rest of the sky was blue and we 
appeared to be making very good time. The next section leading up 
to the Grande Tour was more difficult, required more time and care, 
and left us less opportunity to examine the weather. About this time, 
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however, Remy must have noticed an impending change and quickened 
the pace but he was never more than 100 yards ahead of the second 
party and this interval was constantly being telescoped. 

As I was leading up the Grande Tour a strong gust of wind suddenly 
sprang up from the north and carried away my hat. It went curling 
away to the right, coming to rest presumably under the south face of the 
Taschhorn, where it now lies. This was the shot across our bows. 
A few minutes later the first snowflakes fell. It must have been about 
I 2.30. 

Owing to the arrangement of the ropes, it was not possible to hold 
any sort of consultation the rear parties had only to follow where the 
first rope had already gone. But it never occurred to me at the time 
that the decision to continue up the ridge was not the right one (nor 
have I had reason to change my mind since). The last step was in 
sight Remy' would soon be making his way up the snow ridge that 
led to its base and easy ground lay beyond. To descend would have 
taken nearly as long as the ascent had done and although the fresh 
snow and the force of the wind made our climbing more difficult and 
probably slowed us up, we were still moving well. In any case the 
weather had not really broken at this stage. 

During the next 2 hours, however, conditions steadily deteriorated. 
At about 2.30, or perhaps a little before, I estimated that Remy had 
reached the top of the dernier ressaut. Keenlyside at this stage had 
tied on to Beard, and Remy suggested that I should similarly tie on to 
W atson, when I reached the foot of this last pitch, thereby converting 
the three parties into one. 

This final ressaut is climbed by traversing out on ice for about 30 ft. 
to the left, and ascending a chimney, gradually slanting out to the right 
to regain the edge of the ridge, which turns slightly back to the left 
across the top of the buttress. Brown and I climbed up to the foot of 
the buttress, and waited on a little snow ledge under its nose, whilst 
Beard and Keenlyside climbed the pitch about 100 ft. in length. 
Watson had moved across the ice traverse by this time, and stood at 
the foot of the chimney. There was ice in the chimney and the rocks 
were plastered with snow. As we crouched on our small ledge we had 
time to look out into the cloud which by now had descended on to the 
ridge ; the wind was blowing horizontal sheets of snow at us, and we 
had to shout at each other during the gusts. It was very cold. There 
seemed to be some difficulty in communication between W atson and the 
other three above him, and I moved across the ice traverse to join him. 
As I was about two-thirds of the way across I heard a crash of falling 
stones and looked across in time to see what appeared to be a sack of 
coal being emptied on to Watson's head none of your kitchen puts, 
but real solid bunker fuel. I do not know whether this stone-fall was 
caused by the wind or movement of the rope the stones were certainly 
not dislodged by the others, all of whom were by this time standing 
with their feet on narrow ledges on the far side of the crest above our 
heads. Beard and Keenlyside were out of sight and hearing only 
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Remy's head craned out through the blizzard above like a disconsolate 
gargoyle. However, the question was of academic interest only, and 
it never occurred to me at the time to pursue it. In point of fact, 
Watson showed signs of .movement almost immediately and, although 
he sagged in his steps, he did not lose consciousness. O~ing to the 
difficulties of language, Beard and Keenlyside were only vaguely aware 
of what had happened, and Remy was unable to do anything himself, 
as he felt his duty lay in safeguarding his party from above. I joined 
W atson at the foot of the chimney, and Brown followed me. W atson's 
injuries seemed to be confined to his left shoulder, which was giving 
him intense pain, and his left arm was completely useless. We later 
found that his shoulder had been dislocated and both the shoulder 
blade and th~ shoulder joint itself had been broken. It was very 
doubtful how far he could climb at all but after a minute or so he 
expressed the will to try. The thought of a night on the snow ledge, 
if we could regain it, I regarded as the last resort. There was only one 
thing to be done. Leaving Brown with the injured man, I set off up 
the pitch and joined the others, with a feeling of great relief. The 
position was now much easier. We had two ropes going down
mine to Brown and I{eenlyside's to W atson. Brown and W atson 
now tied them~elves together at the waist by means of a spare loop and 
both proceeded to climb the pitch together. At the same time we 
pulled from above on the two ropes. It will always remain a mystery 
to me how this pair ever managed to get up the climbing was not 
easy for a fit man moving alone in good weather. Before reaching the 
top their arrival was announced by Brown's hat which swirled up out 
of the blizzard, wh~z~ed past Beard's face and set off into the gloom in 
search of rpine. Eventually they arrived, the ropes were disentangled 
and we sent Remy off with W atson along the last section of the rock 
ridge. I brought the rest of the party along, and shortly after 5 we 
assembled on the easy ground beyond. 

We looked a strangely disreputable party our jackets were covered 
with frozen snow; and our hair hung down in long icicles, jangling 
against our foreheads like so many bunches of keys. When we stopped, 
the cold almost robbed us of speech. The falling snow was made even 
thicker by waves of freshly fallen snow being whipped from the ground 
and flung into our faces. One thing was obvious we had to keep on 
the move. We hurriedly arranged the rope into one party Remy in 
the lead, followed by Watson, myself, Brown, Beard and Keenlyside in 
that order. W atson had placed his dead arm into his jacket and there 
was nothing more to be done. Any thought of looking more closely 
into the injury seemed to be out of the question in those conditions. 
Keenlyside had taken W atson's sack and crampons and also coiled the 
spare rope o:ver the top. Having thus disposed of this awkward load, 
the rest of us promptly forgot all about it, and he shouldered this excess 
baggage for the rest of the night. 

We started down the snow slopes of the north-west face with the 
Dom hut as our objective. Visibility was practically nil. At times the 
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last man on the rope could not see the leader, although we were rarely 
at more than 2-yard intervals. Soon we passed this way and that 
under the overhanging jaws of gaping schrunds which loomed up 
eerily with a more solid whiteness. Remy's route-finding was superb, 
and our morale gradually improved with our body temperatures, 
although the final result was still in doubt. There was talk of taking 
shelter in a crevasse if we had not found a through route by 8 o'clock. 
Remy ridiculed the idea' and seemed quite confident that we should get 
down. About 7 o'clock the storm eased up, and soon afterwards a 
miraculous break in the cloud gave us a glimpse of the glacier below
just long enough for us to get our bearings and pick a way through the 
crevasses around us. The effect on the party was amazing. From 
this moment I had no further anxieties the outcome seemed to be 
assured. Watson was going so well that I think we sometimes forgot 
that we had an injured man in the party. We began to talk of hot 
drinks at the hut and our minds wandered off in chase of other fancies,
none of which were to be realised. Physically, we were still in fairly 
good shape but our mental concentration steadily relaxed as the 

• even1ng wore on. 
At 9 P.M., just as it was gett~ng dark, we reached the far edge of the 

upper basin of the Kien glacier. In the darkness we then wasted 3 
hours in a vain attempt to find the route over to the Dom hut. During 
this time we spent quite long periods standing still. The wind had 
dropped, but it was still snowing and freezing hard. Unaccountably, 
we did not eat, although we had plenty of food. It somehow seemed 
too much bother even to take off the sacks, although some of the party 
ate some chocolate. I actually went for over 24 hours without food
a folly which I can only attribute to our ·state of mental dilapidation. 

At midnight we gave up our attempts to cross to the Festi glacier and 
decided to continue down the lower section of the Kien glacier to Randa. 
This consists of a long icefall fortunately not very steep but well 
crevassed. We moved mechanically down each man living in his own 
world, and only vaguely conscious of the others. I could not recognise 
them as the same party with whom I had started the day they 
answered to the same names, but otherwise they were strangers to me. 
Keenlyside laboured under the impression Freud knows why that 
two of the party were women. He doesn't say which two. Brown 
thought we were eight instead of six, and kept looking round for the 
other two. We all saw twinkling lights I was convinced that another 
party with glacier lanterns was making its way up the icefall to meet us. 
They must have fallen into a crevasse they never materialised. Lower 
down, the rocks on the side of the glacier assumed weird shapes
Watson saw a jeep and Brown and I quite independently recognised the 
outlines of a factory. This seemed quite a natural thing to me I 
remember explaining to myself that that was where they extracted salt 
from the ice of the glacier and inwardly cursing that, of course, there 
would be no one there at this time of night. This idea of salt from 
ice I pass on to the scientists without reservation. The moon was 
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hidden by cloud, but shed a vague light over the· ice and led us help
fully down. In the ordinary way, I should have felt anxious for the 
party as it threaded its way through the crevasses, but in my state of 
bliss I had no qualms. Even when one of the party slipped as we were 
zigzagging down and slid on to W atson, knocking him down the slope 
into a crevasse, it never occurred to me that we might all have followed 
him. Throughout the descent he behaved magnificently an amazing 
example of quiet courage. 

At 3 we left the glacier, and sat down for a short rest, during which 
the ropes were untied with difficulty. At this stage Keenlyside found 
that the tea in his flask, which had been packed in the innermost 
recesses of his sack, was frozen solid. We had visions of arriving in 
Randa in an hour or so, and decided not to hurry, so that we should 
arrive after daybreak, when we might expect some sort of welcome. In 
fact, the worst part of the descent was still to come. The Kiental is a 
forsaken place the upper half consisting of slopes of loose boulders, 
which slid and rolled under our feet, throwing us to the ground and 
rolling on top of us as we stumbled down. It proved impossible to 
keep together. In any case we were still chasing buildings of our own 
fancy in the half-light, and going off independently after imaginary 
huts and chalets or non-existent tracks. Actually the valley was 
completely devoid of any sign of man's existence, and we found no 
traces of animal or bird life. 

Half-way down our eyes were gladdened by the sight of what ap
peared to be grassy slopes below. They proved to be the same boulder
strewn wilderness, carpeted with dwarf juniper, which effectively 
concealed all the potholes and tripped us up even more violently than 
before. From time to time we sat where we fell and often fell asleep 
for a few minutes. 

At last we reached the woods flanking the Visptal, and staggered 
down to Randa, like stragglers from a battle, each by a different route
except for Keenlyside who faithfully stuck to the injured W atson. We 
arrived at intervals between 7 .o and 7.30 on Sunday morning 30 hours 
or so after leaving the Tasch hut and went our various ways to eat or 
sleep. 

The remarkable thing about this expedition is that none of us suffered 
any ill-effects, apart from the injury to Watson no frostbite, not even 
a cold in the head. That evening W atson left for England vv·ith his 
shoulder strapped, accompanied by Beard. The members of the party 
went their different ways I to the Scheidegg where, in the next 4 days 
and with the assistance of the J ungfraubahn, I climbed the Eiger, 
lVIonch and Jungfrau. It was only at the end of the week that a strange, 
delayed-action lethargy descended on me, and I returned home with 
the memory of a climb which, in retrospect, becomes almost enjoyable . 
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