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A FIRST VISIT TO THE ZERMATT DIST·RICT 

By G. F. DIXON 
' 

A paper read to the Alpine Club on April 8, 1952 

T was with particular pleasure that I looked forward to my climbing 
holiday in 1951 because, although this was my eighth climbing 
season in the Alps, it was my first visit to Zermatt and indeed the 

t time I had climbed anywhere in Switzerland. My three com
panions Brian Howl, Alan Imrie and Alasdair Kerr were also making 
their first acquaintance with Z~rmatt. The first plans for our trip were 
made by Howl and me during a week-end at ·ynys Ettws in May. 
During this week-end we divided up the preliminary jobs to be done 
before the holiday began. Imrie was at that time with the Army in 
Germany and we asked him to arrange the .accommodation for us. Our 
only instructions were that we should prefer Randa or Taesch to Zer
matt and that it must be very good and very cheap. My letter to Imrie 
stating our requirements was met, perhaps not surprisingly, by a pro
longed silence. In fact, owing to delays in the post from Germany it 
was not until I met him in Randa on July 19 that I learnt how admirably 
he had solved this difficult problem. He had hired a flat in Randa,. 
complete· and self-contained with three bedrooms, bathroom, kitchen 
with electric cooker and lavishly supplied with crockery. and everything 
we could desire. Our landlady, Fraulein Pauline Summermatter lived 
above us, while belo~ there was a Belgian family, one member of which 
was much addicted to playing the trombone. However ~e restricted · 
his playing more or less to licensing hours so relations remained cordial. · 

Pauline was a most charming person. Nothing was too much trouble 
for her. · She was ready to supply us with eggs, butter .and milk at 
almost any hour, and some of our hours were rather unusual. She was 
very proud o£ her flat and seemed to spend a good deal of her time while 
we were away in the mountains in cleaning and polishing for us, in
cluding re-doing most of the household chores· which we had supposed 
we had done already. The flat always had the appearance of having 
been spring-.cleaned on our return, a fact which tended to make us 
rather lazy. But, above all, Pauline liked us because we were English 
climbers. She never tired of telling us about the generations of 
B·ritons who had come to the valley and climbed with the men of her 
village. She was not very fluent in English, but I think it was from . 
Pauline that I gained even more of a sense of the climbing tradition of 
the valley and of the way in which British climbing history is hound up 
with it, than from the mountains themselves in spite of their famous 
names and routes. This sense of history and tradition remains my 
strongest impression of the Zermatt valley. . . 
·--·Howl and Kerr were not due to arrive for another two days so 
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Imrie and I decided to do a training climb before they came. Every
body spoke very gloomily of the weather, but when we arrived it was 
glorious and we did not want to waste any chances. We had no guide 
book of the eastern side of the valley so we chose our climb from the 
map, the Alphubel via the Rotgrat. This seemed, as it subsequently 
proved, to be at a generally easy angle and we wanted to go as high as 
possible to get acclimatised. So the next day we went by easy stages 
up to the Taesch Hut. Our climb the following day calls for no special 
comment. We left the hut at 3 A.M. and for the first few hours were 
too kind to ourselves and got very much behind time. The last 
thousand feet or so of the ridge are steeper and the rocks at this height 
were covered with a thick layer of new snow, a condition with which we 
were to become only too well acquainted before the end of our holiday. 
We both felt the effects of altitude but in different ways. I was in bad 
training and was very much out of breath and unable to make any 
strenuous effort while Imrie, who was much fitter, had a bad headache. 
We were thankful to reach the top after a climb of nearly twelve hours. 
We returned to the hut down the North face of the mountain and round 
by the Alphubeljoch. This was easy but very exhausting as the snow was 
very soft and sticky. We were frequently almost waist deep and at one 
point Imrie incautiously jumped into a little depression and became com
pletely snowbound. It was five minutes or more before he could free 
himself. We found the h~t empty on our return, as the Guardian had 
gone down for church the next day, which was Sunday. So we decided 
to go down too although it was late because we wanted to be in Randa 
early the next morning to meet the others. We arrived back at Randa 
v~ry tired at about 10 P.M. but hopeful that we were at least some way 
towards becoming fit. 

Two days later all four of us went up to the Monte Rosa Hut with 
provisions for several days. The weather so far had been perfect but 
that evening there was a fairly heavy thunderstorm and a considerable 
fall of snow. In view 9f this we decided to attempt the Cima di Jazzi 
next day as being the only peak likely to be in condition. In the event it 
proved to be most laborious because of a crust of frozen snow which let 
us down a foot or more when it was tested with our full weight. Look
ing back on the ascent it seems rather wearisome but at the time we took 
it most seriously. One of us I believe even suggested that the snow 
crust was good for training as we were practically having to climb the 
mountain twice. But tiring as the ascent was, we were amply repaid 
by the magnificent view from the top. Apart from the superb preci
pices of Monte Rosa the most striking part of the view was the valley of 
the Po which was stretched out over an immense area to the south-east 
with towns and rivers showing faintly through the haze. Far beyond 
and stretching right across the whole south-east horizon was the outline 
of the Apennines nearly 120 miles away. While we were enjoying this 
view a thin cloud came over and blotted everything out. The cloud 
persisted for a good deal of the descent, a thin steamy vapour, giving an 
enervating Turkish bath atmosphere. I do not remember ever feeling 
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such glacier lassitude. Still, as we tried to remark cheerfully, it was 
good for training. 

It snowed again quite hard in the evening so we had an easy day on 
July 2 5. We had run short of some of our provisions and drew lots to 
decide who should go down to Zermatt by train to replenish our stocks. 
Howl lost and set off, as we thought, in plenty of time to catch the first 
train down from Gornergrat. He missed this by a few yards at the 
first halt below the terminus but it appeared to be going so slowly that 
he decided to give chase and catch it at the Riffelalp halt. In spite of a 
determined effort, however, he galloped into the back end of the station 
as the train left the front end of the platform. By now his blood was up 
and he was not going to be beaten by a mere train so he charged off 
down the next section of the path and succeeded in getting well ahead. 
But, alas, before reaching the next halt there was a considerable stretch 
of uphill work and once again he lost by a short head. He then gave up 
the unequal struggle and continued somewhat wearily at a more reason
able pace. So much for his rest day. 

The rest of us enjoyed some pleasant rock climbing on the Riffelhorn 
for a few hours and then strolled down to the Riffelalp Hotel for tea on 
the terrace. Just as we had started tea a disturbing incident occurred. 
A· man came along walking rather fast from the direction of the Gorner 
Glacier just below the Riffelhorn and disappeared into the hotel. A 
few minutes later he reappeared with a rope and walked rapidly back in 
the direction from which he had come. About five minutes after this 
the manageress of the hotel came out and told us that he had gone off 
to help an Englishwoman who had been injured falling over a cliff and 
he had come for the rope to rescue her. We were, I think justifiably, 
annoyed that he had completely ignored three able-bodied men with 
two ropes who might have been able to give valuable assistanGe. We left 
our tea and followed him as rapidly as possible, though he was by this 
time nearly out of sight. He did not hear our shouts and we shortly 
lost sight of him but we hurried along as rapidly as possible. When we 
reached the spot where we had last seen him there was nobody in sight. 
This part of the hillside below the Riffelhorn abounds in small cliffs 
down which unsuspecting Englishwomen might have fallen. We split 
up and scoured the area for nearly an hour and a half, but entirely 
without success. By this time our feelings for the man were not very 
cordial. All we could do now was to go back to the Hotel. There we 
found that the man's companion had reached the hotel unknown to us 
and was waiting to guide the rescue party from Zermatt which was only 
a few minutes away by train. This closed the incident as far as we were 
concerned, but I still feel that five men could have rendered more 
effective aid than two until the arrival of the proper rescue apparatus. 

The next day, July 26, we ascended the Dufourspitze by the ordin
ary route. This climb calls for no special comment. From the sum
mit it was apparent that the traverse of the peaks of Monte Rosa which 
we had hoped to do was clearly not feasible under the prevailing 
conditions of excessive snow on the rocks. The weather was now 
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improving rapidly and there was a fine frosty night. We thought that for 
our last climb from this hut we would climb Castor. A possible route 
up the Zwillinge Glacier had interested us from the hut and we thought 
we would try this to the Felixjoch and from there follow the East ridge. 
As we had anticipated the glacier proved to be a very sporting ascent 
and the choice of the best route afforded considerable exercise in route 

• 

finding. This was the only climb of the holiday which we accomplished 
in ~ime which would have looked respectable in a guide book. We were 
back in the hut again after eleven hours' climbing. We packed up and 
pushed on down to Randa that afternoon in the hope that the fine 
weather had come to stay. 

We wasted a whole precious day of this fine weather on July 28 in 
Randa collecting stores for our next trip, having baths, washing clothes 
and doing other equally unnecessarily civilised things. But at 9 o'clock 
the next morning we were on our way to the Weisshorn Hut still in 
glorious weather. This day was the finest during our three weeks' stay, 
and had we but known it the few wisps of cirrus in the sky that evening 
were the beginning of a prolonged spell of uncertain weather which was 
to culminate in the disastrous rains which flooded large areas of southern 
Switzerland on August 8. On arriving at the hut we had a careful look 
at the Schalligrat which we hoped would be the first of a rather ambi
tious seri~s of climbs during the next ten days. In the event it was the 
only pa~ of our plans which we were able to carry out in full. There 
was a thin line of snow to be seen above the rocks on the upper half of 
the ridge which looked rather ominous. But we were out to do the 
climb and decided then and there that it would go. The rocks of the 
South-eastern face of the W eisshorn had been fairly well cleared of 
snow by the fiJ?.e weather of the past three days and we thought that 
there was little danger of avalanches in the early morning when we had 
to pass along underneath it to reach the foot of the Schalligrat. The 
glaciers below the South-east face of theW eisshorn are arranged in three 
laye~s one above the other, the Fluhgletscher nearest to the hut, then a 
steep rocky step up the eastern branch of the Schalligletscher and 

·finally a much more formidable rock wall up to the western branch of 
the same glacier. These three layers had to be traversed in the dark 
the next day so we spent some three hours in a reconnaissance, going as 
near as we could to the big rock wall between the two branches of the 
Schalligletscher. ¥,: e were unable to get very close because of frequent 
stonefalls at this time of the day but we were able to see a place where 
there appeared to be no gap between snow and rock just to the right of 
a noticeable sloping gully in the middle of the cliff. From our position 
on the glacier as is so often the case with a front view the rocks 
themselves looked intimidating and we were doubtful of our ability to 
climb them in the dark. However it was impossible to make a closer 
inspection so we hoped for the best. At this time I f:;tiled to take any 
particular note of the way down the small cliff to the Fluhgletscher, an 
omission which I was bitterly to regret before many hours had elapsed. 
Nor did I take any real notice of the way down from the East ridge. If 
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I thought about it at all I suppose I considered that the next afternoon 
we should be ploughing down a broad track made by countless other 
climbers with no care in the world and all our troubles behind us. I 
remember going back to the hut feeling rather pleased with myself 
about the afternoon's work and saying in a condescending way to the 
others that the Army's dictum ' time spent in reconnaissance is seldom 
wasted 'was ·a good plan to follow, or something equally pompous. I 
was to eat humble pie before long. 

We set off at I .40 the next morning in good weather and reached the 
foot of the rock wall without incident in about an hour. It was easy to 
get on to the cliff by means of a tongue of snow which led to the left 
to a broad rock ledge. From here it was impossible to take any planned 
line up the cliff as it was so dark, but although steep the rocks were 
plentifu11y supplied with good holds and we made surprisingly rapid 
progress. After about I 50 ft. the angle eased off somewhat and there 
were no further real difficulties to the top of the cliff. We reached this 
point just as dawn was breaking and had a short rest for food. .The 
glacier above was at first a very steep ice slope and steps had to be cut, 
but it soon levelled off and progress was more rapid. It was then 
necessary to contour round a broad snow slope to reach the rocks some. 
distance short of and below the Schallijoch. The first part of this 
passage was quite easy but was littered with the debris of snow aval
anches which had obviously fallen within the last day or two. We 
hurried over this and then across a broad slope of gradually increasing 
inclination. Steps had to be scraped here and progress was again 
slowed up more than I liked. · 

Once on the rocks we divided into pairs on separate ropes. The 
topography was r~ther confusing and it was difficult to see exactly 
where we were. There was much verglas on the rocks here which are 
normally running with water during the day and we had to proceed 
with care although the going was not very steep. Eventually we reached 
a broad slope of unstable scree just short of the ridge at about 6.30. 
The difficulty of the going so far had made us already an hour or more 
behind time. We could only see the lowest part of the ridge from here, 
several large red towers which looked unstable and loose. However, 
they proved to be the only unsound rock on the whole ridge. The first 
few hundred feet up the scree slope were very trying and I wasted half 
an hour or more in a fruitless attempt to see if there was a better way 
on the west side of the ridge. All that happened was that I immedi
ately got myself into difficulties on steep snow-covered rock and we had 
to retreat. However, as soon as we rounded the highest tower on the 
right hand side we attained the crest of the ridge with ease at a point 
" ·here the character of the rock suddenly changed to a smooth green 
colour. The ·going was now quite easy for some time and the ridge 
quickly became very narrow and exceedingly steep on both flanks. 
The green rock ended with a steep pitch rather devoid of holds which 
proved to be the most difficult rock pitch on the ridge and took us some 
time. Above this was a small cairn which we assumed must mark 
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Point 4,055 metres on the Carte Nationale. We stopped for more food 
here at about 9.30. The situation was impressive. Above us the 
ridge rose very steeply for 500 ft. or more of rough red rock and as 
narrow as one could desire. Most of the ridge above this was hidden 
from view, but far above was a great red tower of impossible aspect and 
above this the summit pointing to the sky like a golden finger shining 
in the sun and looking as remote as the summit of Everest. 

The next steep section was most enjoyable. It was not very difficult 
rock but every pitch had to be considered carefully to find the most 
suitable route up it. The rocks were warm and rough and \Ve all had 
sore fingers · before we reached the top. The top of this section was a 
rounded tower above which was a very long narrow ridge set at an 
easier angle. It was here, where under dry conditions \Ve should have 
had an easy scramble, that we began to encounter large quantities of 
loose new snow lying on the rocks. We were all beginning to tire now, 
and the laborious nature of the work we had now to do slowed us up 
greatly. In some places the snow had melted away from the east side 
sufficiently to enable us to traverse along dry rock at the top of the ridge, 
risking nqthing worse than a little snow down the neck occasionally. 
However, I tried this once too often and reached a place where it was 
impossible to proceed or to regain the ridge and we had to retreat. On 

. top of the ridge the only safe proceeding on the snow was to clear it 
away to the rock beneath. At last we came to the top of a small tower 
nearly three-quarters of the way up the mountain where the ridge 
simply disappears and loses itself in the South-east face. The time was 
now 3 .40 and we had another small meal. Immediately to our left was 
a very wide couloir running right down the Western face and at the far 
side 9f the head of this couloir rose the gigantic red tower which we had 
seen from far below. From the top of this tower the ridge ran to the 
summit in a series of spiky gendarmes. It was obvious now that the 
red tower could be avoided altogether by crossing the head of the couloir 
and climbing the East face by snow-covered rock to the ridge above. We 
aimed for a point so as to avoid both the tower and the first gendarme. 
The snow was not quite so thick on the rocks here but the rocks them
selv.es, now that we had left the crest of the ridge, were rather unreliable. 
Once we reached the ridge again we found that the rocks were almost 
clear of snow. Two more gendarmes were turned on the right and 
the three final towers, each one of which in turn masqueraded as the 
summit, had to be climbed direct. The position was most exposed, 
but the rocks were not very difficult. Between each tower a short 
steep ridge of rotten snow had to be negotiated and these caused us a 
good deal more difficulty than the rocks. Eventually at 5.40 we reached 
the summit. During the last part of the ridge we had a wider view to 
the north across to the Bernese Oberland and I noted with some concern 
that a large thunderstorm appeared to be advancing towards us from 
that direction. We put on crampons, roped all together and set off at 
6 o'clock as rapidly as possible down the East ridge. We were quickly 
down the ~pp er snowy part of the ridge and at 6.40 took off our crampons 
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at the top of the rocky part. This took us about an hour and a half 
and I remember almost nothing about it except a place where the ridge 
apparently overhung on all sides for about 6 ft., and wondering how 
people ever got up this particular place. While we were coming down 
this ridge there was a French party about half an hour ahead of us . 
They had climbed the North ridge and were now visible several hundred 
feet below us on the stony flank of the East ridge. We followed them 
down as rapidly as we could in the gathering gloom. The thunder
storm had passed away to the east giving us only a slight shower of hail. 
It was here that I made a very bad mistake which might have had serious 
consequences. I remember seeing the French party get off the stony 
slope into a broad snow couloir to the left but when we reached this 
level we found ourselves considerably further over to the right and it 
did not even occur to me then that the best course would be to cross 
over and follow them. The ground below looked easy and we made 
rapid progress. It became quite dark as we neared the foot of the cliff 
and we lit our lanterns. We now had to bear left again and the last 
so ft. or so of the cliff was steep. We could not see from the top 
whether it would go or not so I went down on a rope to see if it was all 
right. It was easier than it looked and at the bottom I unroped. There 
was a good deal of evidence of rock falls here so I moved away from the 
cliff along a broad snow ridge which sloped gently aw·ay for about 
30 yards to a patch of scree. Howl and Kerr had by now almost 
reached the bottom of the cliff and Imrie was seeing them down from 
the top. At this moment I heard stones begin to fall high up the stony 
slope above us. I shouted to the other~-. ) take cover and waited to see 
if I could see any signs of the fall coming so that I could give them any 
further instructions if necessary. Rather to my surprise I could see 
the path of the fall : a train of great bluish sparks struck by the rocks 
as they hit against the mountain side. Fortunately the· main fall came 
down about 20 yards to the left. The first large pieces hit the snow at 
the foot of the cliff with a terrific thud and I immediately dived behind 
a small rock. As I did so a small stone hit me on the hip but no other 
stones appeared to come very near. Up to now with plenty to do I 
had been calm and aln1ost detached in my actions. I do not remember 
even feeling frightened, but lying behind the rock I had nothing to do 
but listen to the clattering and banging of the rocks as they fell. On 
and on they went it seemed for an age and I found myself involuntarily 
trembling. After a few minutes the fall ceased and out of the silence 
which ensued a rather quavering voice asked me if I was all right. 
Howl and Kerr under the cliff had received only one small stone on a 
rucksack and Imrie up above and round the corner had been away from 
the line of fall. 

It was with considerably reduced morale that we continued down 
the snow slope above the rocky step separating the Fluhgletscher from 
the Schalligletscher. At first we followed what appeared to be a well 
trodden path down the snow and the going was easy, but our troubles 
were not over yet. We soon became in doubt where the way down the 
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cliff to the glacier below was situated. We tried several places, thought 
we were too high and went downwards a little, then \Vere convinced we 
were too low and went up again. Our behaviour became irrational, a 
failing I have noticed before when caught out late at night and very 
tired on a mountain. We lacked the energy and will to think out 
a logical way out of ·our difficulty. Kerr suggested to me that I 
should get out the map and guide book and study them, but I said I 
was sure this would be no good. My real reason was that the effort of 
taking my rucksack off and getting out the map and guide book seemed 
so burdensome that I could not face it. Then we thought we would 
go across the Schalligletscher to a patch of rocks we had passed on 
our way up and visited the previous afternoon. But when we \Vere 
half-way across it seemed obvious that we were on the right line so we 
came back again only to find that we were wrong. We went up and 
down the top of the cliff again covering almost the same ground as 
before. At this point we began to look round for a suitable place to 
bivouac and with the light of the hut shining not so very far away I was 
reminded of an occasion during the previous season when the party of 
which I was a member under very similar circumstances had had to 
spend the night above the Geant icefall unable to find the way down in 
the dark and with the light of the Requin Hut shining tantalisingly near. 
However, after one more excursion across the glacier we ultimately 
found our way round the bottorp. end of the rock wall and trudged 
across the remaining glacier and snow-slopes more asleep than awake 
to arrive at the hut well after midnight. 

Two days later, having thoroughly slept off this adventure, we went 
up to the Schonbiihl Hut bent on further conquests. Our plan was 
to traverse the Dent Blanche up the East ridge and down the South ridge 
and to follow . this by a traverse of the Matterhorn ascending by the 
Zmutt ridge and coming down by the Hornli ridge. It is a pity that 
the Matterhorn has such a reputation with non-climbers. We all felt, 
I think, that whatever happened we must reach the top of this peak if 
only to retain any standing at all with our non-climbing friends. As 
a result all our subsequent movements were coloured by the effort to 
give ourselves a chance to ' do ' the Matterhorn. This w·as rather un
fortunate, but we did ultimately succt:ed so that perhaps the bogy is now 
laid and we can go back and climb the mountain properly one of these 
days. Perhaps this is a suitable place to remark on a peculiarity of 
Zermatt valley which to a newcomer is most striking ; namely that in 
this cradle of Alpine mountaineering there should be such a paucity of 
climbers. Apart from the procession up the Hornli ridge and a fair 
number of people on one or two other well-known routes, the moun
tains were almost deserted. Zermatt itself was full to overflowing so 
there was no shortage of people to climb if they wished. To one 
accustomed to the surging crowds ip the huts round Chamonix it was 
a strange sensation, and I almos.t began to wonder if mountaineering 
was losing its hold on people. Surely this cannot be ? The weather 
was good as we went up to the Schonbiihl Hut but the·wind was now 
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well and truly round into the south and great banks of cloud were raising 
themselves up over Italy and threatening to engulf the summits. In 
the afternoon we followed the path from the hut up to the moraine to 
the level basin of the Schonbiihl Glacier to have a good look at the 
Dent Blanche. We decided that if the weather was fine on the morrow 
we would try the traverse though there was a lot of snow high up on 
the mountain, but that in doubtful weather we must be content with 
an attempt on the South ridge. When we set off at 2.30 the next morn
ing the weather was very doubtful, with thin low clouds moving across 
the sky rather fast from the S.S.W., but we decided to give it a chance. 
All went well until at dawn we fo"und ourselves on the rocks of the 
W andfh.1h and it began to snow. We dithered for some time in inde
cision but eventually decided to . give it half an hour to improve and sat 
down for breakfast. In half an hour exactly it did improve and stopped 
snowing. We were now high enough to see over into Italy, and it was 
apparent that for an hour or two anyway the weather did not see~ likely 
to get much wors.e,_ so we pushed on. It would be tedious to relate the 
details of 'this well-known climb. The summit miraculously remained 
out of the clouds until just after we left it at about I I o'clock. By this 
time. the wind, which had been increasing steadily in strength, was very 
trying and the conditions were much .more reminiscent of an early 
spring day in Wales than a summer day in the Alps. On the way down 
the conditions got much worse, and it took us a long time to get down 
the icy rocks on the west side of the lowest and largest gendarme on 
the ridge. Below this, on the easy ground to the top of the Wandfluh, 
we were almost blinded by horizontally driven snow and the wind rose 
still further. But we were able t.o make good progress, and the.descent 
of the Wandfluh was pleasant by contrast as we were sheltered from the 
gale and the snow had abated somewhat. As we crossed the glacier 
below, the snow turned to rain and it continued to rain and snow inter
mittently for the rest of the evening, completely putting an end to our 
hopes of the Zmutt ridge. 

We: only had four days' more climbing ahead of us so we decided, in 
view of the more than doubtful weather, that we would lose no chance 
of travelling as far and as high as the weather would let us, always 
keeping in mind the fact that we wanted to climb the Matterhorn if 
possible. The next morning dawned very cloudy, and it ·was not until 
IO o'clock that it looked promising enough to justify any hopes of a fine 
day. We were determined to do as much as we could in the short time 
available and so decided to cross the Col Durand to the Mountet Hut 
and to try to traverse the Pointe de Zinal on the way if time and weather 
permitted~ I remember we had quite a debate in the middle of the 
Durand Glacier as to whether we should try the traverse or not. It was 
midday by this time and the clouds were just clear of the summit of 
our .Peak. As usual, underestimating the length a~d difficulty of the 
task ahead we decided. to do the traverse after all and-went up t_h~ sticky 
slope . of new snow which led to the Southern_ arete. . T~~ going was 
very. damp with deep wet snow at ·first but, when we reached the more 
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difficult rock of the ridge proper, we found to our surprise that the wind 
had blown almost all the snow off the rocks and we had a delightful 
climb on quite easy but interesting rocks. The clouds occasionally 
trailed across the ridge but mostly remained just above it. We could 
see no distant peaks, but there was plenty to look at around us. After 
a short rest on the summit we came down the easy North-eastern ridge 
of the mountain to the Col Durand. It was by now about 5 o'clock 
and the weather was again deteriorating rapidly. We had been told at 
the Schonbiihl Hut that the Col Durand was a fairly easy passage and 
I am afraid I had omitted to look at the guide book so we were rather 
surprised to find a steep and rather formidable ice slope on the northern 
side of the Col. The ice was wet and there were- patches of slushy 
snow on it here and there. I almost suggested turning back because 
I feared we might even be benighted, but sterner councils prevailed 
and we put on our crampons and started slowly down the slope. As 
soon as we were fairly embarked on it the hail began. There was 
quite an extensive snow slope above us and the hail ran off this slope 
and down past us in a continuous stream. The appearance of the slope 
was as if somebody was pouring countless gallons of milk down it. It 
filled up our steps in an instant. Howl, who was cutting down first,. 
slipped ... _at one point, but I managed to hold him from secure steps, and 
a few minutes later I was alarmed to see both the others sliding down 
past me, but fortunately both stopped themselves before the rope to 
me became taut. The hail was by now getting less and we soon reached 
a snow slope at a less formidable angle and found our way round the 
bergschrund. The going was now easy and we hurried along in the 
gathering gloom at our best pace. Now, as darkness began to fall, it 
began to rain hard and a thunderstorm raged round the peaks -all around 
the valley. We kept the Mountet Hut in sight ahead of us for as long 
as we could, but a low wet-looking cloud crept up the valley and finally 
hid it from sight. At the time it was uncomfortable enough. We 
were wet through in the pouring rain, and inky darkness, making our 
way down a strange glacier towards a hut we could not see, vivid flashes 
of lightning showing up the glacier every few seconds. Looking back, 
however, it was almost the most memorable experience of our holiday. 
Ultimately we reached the steep and unpleasant looking moraine, above 
which the hut stands. I knew there must be a path up it somewhere 
but we were too tired to search for it in the dark so we took the moraine 
direct. It was as steep, wet and loose as it looked, but, once at the top 
the lights of the hut were comfortingly close and we were soon inside 
it having a· hot meal. · 

That night I did not sleep too well because I was rather worried. 
I knew that there must be a large amount of new snow all round. We 
still had this fixation about climbing the Matterhorn and I knew we 
must try to get to the Hornli Hut the next day. Perhaps I had an 
exaggerated idea of the difficulties of the Col Durand after our experi
ence of the previous day, but I had no stomach for recrossing it in a 
foot or two of new snow. To those familiar with the district I dare say 
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my problem would seem easy and a variety of routes back to Zermatt 
would suggest themselves. I got up about 5 A.M. while the hut was 
still quiet and pondered over map and guide book. Eventually I 
thought that to go over a col just to the north of the Trifthorn would 
provide the safest and quickest passage back to Zermatt in conditions 
of deep new snow. This col is called in the guide book the Col de 
Mountet but is not named on the map. We left about 8 o'clock in 
excellent weather. At first the going was easy but near the col we had 
several hundred feet of snow thigh deep to wade through. It took us 
nearly four hours to reach the Col in these conditions. I wish now that 
from the Col we had made for the top of the Trifthorn, which we could 
have reached in another quarter of an hour of heavy ploughing, and 
then attempted the descent to the Triftjoch, but we decided to continue 
straight down the other side of the Col to the Triftgletscher below. We 
abseiled down the first 50 ft. of almost vertical rock and then made our 
way down steep snow-covered rocks of no particular diffi.c~lty to the 
glacier. We called in at the magnificent new Rothorn Hut on our way 
down to Zermatt. 

The next day the weather was fairly good in the morning and we 
walked up to the Hornli Hut. It soon became obvious as we climbed 
that our good idea of climbing the Matterhorn the next day was shared 
by a large number of other people too. My heart began to sink. Was 
this the way to climb the Matterhorn for the first time? Everything 
that happened for the rest of that day only served to deepen our gloom. 
On the way to the hut it was evident that a concealed half race was 
taking place between several parties, including ours, which gloomily 
foretold an overcrowded hut. When we reached the hut everything 
we did seemed to put us in the wrong with a guardian of uncertain 
temper. We put our rucksacks on to a small bed space only to be told 
that he would allot space later and we must remove them, and anyway 
he was not at all certain that there would be any space for us at all. After 
this he graciously allowed us to get ourselves a meal. In the depths of 
depression we decided to try to get in at the so-called hotel next door, 
H0wl and Kerr undertook to do this while Imrie and I reconnoitred 
the route. We spent about two hours on the mountain making sure 
that we should not lose our way in the dark the next day. As usual the 
weather was getting steadily worse during the afternoon and evening. 
When we arrived back to the hut the clouds were not far above it. The 
others had news of some comfort. They had secured the last room in 
the hotel containing two very small double beds, for which we had to 
pay an exorbitant price. The hotel seemed to be run entirely. by two 
young and harassed girls who never had any time to stop and answer 
our questions. When we asked about being called in the morning, we 
were put in our places properly. Apparently in this hotel nobody was 
called separately, but all together. We asked when this· would be and 
were told that the guides would decide, but that it might be 3.30 or 
possibly 4.30 or 5. Our cup of misery was full. There must have 
been So or more people all ready to climb the Matterhorn the next 
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mo-rnii1g and apparently it \Vas going to be a gigantic conducted Cook,s 
tour up the. n1ountain .and ba.ck again. ~rhere 'vas only one thing to 
do.. ''re n1ust \vake up early the next day and set o.ff hours. before the 
mob. vVhy must one route up one mountain so· capture the imagina
tion of the world that it attracts all a.nd sundry like bees round a honey 
.Pot? If only the general public's interest in clin1bing "-rere tnore 
diffuse ! Hovveve:r, \ve '\Vere . hatdly the right people to criticise as we 
\Vete apparently as bad a>s all the rest. 

'¥ e spent the night feverishly· trying to renietnber to vvake up at the 
right time and eventually did so at 2 .15 . . ,vVe crept out of the hotel 
boots in hand feeling like guilty absconding guests, but, though \Ve 

\Vent quietly \ve \Vcre not unobserved. '\lle entered the .hut to n1ake 
ourselves a hot drink and there a fevv n)inutes later \Ve \vere caught red 
handed by the guardian., trying to light hi:s precious stove. He ·,v~1s 
highly indignant hut was evet1tually persuaded to light it hitnself. At 
3~15 \Ve set off. 1-.he clouds -vvere very lovv, only a fe'\v hundred feet 
above US; but on the other side of the valley over the R.othorn they 
seemed· to be a good deal higher. 1"'here \Vas almost no \Vit1d and it was 
rather \V.arnl,. 1,he signs vvere not protnising but v;e decided to see 
'"rhat we could do* '\!V e had no s1· 1ecial difficulty· UJJ: to the. Solvav ~Hut.. . ~ . (.,;/ 

1"\he rocks \Verc covered by ne\v sno\v so \Ve had to n1ake our O\V11 route. 
There ·were no signs gf the scratched rocks \vith vvhich the route is 
allegedly covered. \Ve took nearly three hours to reach the hut and 
\Vent in for a fevv n1inutes to have son1ething to eat. \Ve glanced 
through the hut book and found one entry \vhich seetned to typify the 
state into \vhich the ascent of this particular route has· fallen,. It read 
'Oh boy ! VVhen I get back to C·.hicago, \vhat a subject .for conversation 
at cocktail parties ! ' But above the hut at once \Ve got to the real thing. 
The rocks \~.:rere covered \Vith verglas and vve. had to go very carefully 
indeed. lmrie ·had decided to vvear his Vibram.s and we had all left 
crampons behind. ltnrie's feet slipped about·alarrningly in one or tvvo 
phtces, but he led the \Vay vvith great. skill over rocks which increased 
in treacherous difficulty all the \Vay.. 1"'he tnist steadily thickened and 
'\Ve becan1e coated vvith ritne.. Above the shoulder the. ice on the. rocks 
was considerably thicker and 1ve vve.re able to chip out small steps. I 
was reminded very strongly, by the conditions, of an ascent ofBuchaille 
Etive in January a fc\:v years ago.~ Icicles forn1ed round our beards 
and eyebrovvs,. .N.orn1ally I flatter n1yself that I can cHtnb six inches 
to one side of a fixed rope and ignore its existence as ·\Veil as any clitnber, 
but \vhen ·\Ve reached the fixed f()pes abov·e the shoulder vve l'nade ·url
ashamed use of them. 'Ve should never have reached the top in tin1e 
without their aid. ,l\.t las.t \Ve were above the top rope and on tO a part 
\Vhich the guide book describes as a veritable path to the sun1n1it. It 
'\vas .110 path to us· but the n<)vV custotuary deep sn,o~v·,, 1vvell abqve the 
knees·. ,As 've· neared the top the ,vind gradually ro~e and . ble'\V the 

· sno~v into ·our faces, at the satne tir~1e rapidly <JbUtetating our tracks. 
·At last aftet seven hours, climbing · \Ve reached the summit~ 'fhe \Vin4 
,,~as strong and cold and the ·mist ·"v~s as thick ~ ever,. Once a~· twice 
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there was that curious lightening of the gloom which makes one think 
that the sun will probably come out at any moment, but in this case, if 
it meant anything at all, meant that the summit of the Matterhorn 
would remain shrouded in clouds for the next 72 hours at least. I dare 
say you think it odd that we should have persisted in. climbing this 
mountain in a thick fog, but to the uninitiated I suppose it would appear 
only that some mountaineers are a little madder than others. Actually 
to me it only added to the mysterious charm of the mountain. It 
seemed unbelievable that in the thick mist and driving snow we had 
reached the challenging summit visible from Zermatt. I remembered 
that, in my youth, I reached the summit of Great Gable six times before 
I ever saw the view, and that experience had only made me the more 
eager to climb it ag~in. And now on the Matterhorn it seemed as if t.he 
mountain had mocked the tourist climbers and only admitted us into 
her secret. After half an hour on the top we set off down again. . Our 
tracks were quite gone and after a time in the curious way that some
times happens I became quite convinced that we had completely strayed 
from the right way and were about to plunge down the North face 
towards the Matterhorn Glacier. I communicated my fears to the 
others and we turned back towards the summit. I suspect that Howl 
who had been more observant than I, was almost certain that we were 
not wrong at all but such is the prestige of a few extra years and a little 
more climbing experience that he allowed himself to be led back almost 
to t~Q summit without a murmur. Down we went again and found 
that we had turned back at a point within ten yards of the topmost 
fixed rope. We used the iron stakes from which the fixed ropes are 
hung to abseil down as much of the way as possible to the Solvay Hut. 
No incident worth recording occurred on the way down, except th;1t 
the fog had remained as thick as ever almost down to the foot of the 
.ridge. 

When we reached the hut the guardian played his trump card by 
which, if I may mix a metaphor, he finally knocked us for six. No 
other party had left the hut that day, and when we told him that we had 
been to the top, he showed us quite clearly that he did· not believe us. 
' Oh! when you say that you have been all the way up, of course you 
mean as far as the Solvay Hut.' This was the last straw. The others 
were too tired to care but Kerr and I could not stand the place any 
longer. We pretended to each other that there was just time to . catch 
the last train down to Randa from Zermatt if we hurried and anyway 
if we missed it we would walk right to Randa rather than stay another 
night up here. As we left we passed through groups of what appeared 
to our by now prejudiced eyes, hostile and unbelieving climbers. As 
we passed one group I heard one man say to another. 'Why, they 
haven't even got any crampons.' We both felt that this savoured of 
gamesmanship, an art which I had believed until then would not 
invade the realm of mountaineering. We swung down the zigzags 
in great style but the way was long and before we entered the woods it 
was dark. As we stumbled down the gloomy path in the woods to 
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Ze~matt the familiar thunder rolled round the hills again and we had 
the usual evening rain. Even Zermatt seemed to have lost something 
of its charm that evening. The rain-swept streets, with the reflections 
of the brilliantly lit shop windows, made it look a little too like Oxford 
Street. We found a restaurant and went in. It was full of horribly 
clean people eating food. Dirty, tired and bearded we were shown to 
a table well out of sight round a corner and we ate thankfully what was 
put before us. Then we took to the road again. Our .first resolute 
purpose to walk right down to Randa soon vveakened and we turned in 
to a hay barn with1n half a mile of Zetmatt. It was damp and draughty 
and rather cold, but the hay smelt of flowers and we slept with the 
sound of the river in our ears, feeling content that we had, at last, 
reached the real Switzerland again . 

• 

• 

• 

• 


	469
	470
	P470-1a Monte Rosa
	471
	472
	P472-3 Schalligrat
	473
	474
	475
	476
	477
	478
	479
	480
	481
	482

