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OBERLAND JOURNEY, 1956 

BY RICHARD BROOKE 

AST year I sampled the glacier passes and peaks between V er bier 
and Saas Fee ; this year I determined to spend my Easter fort

....___ night in the Oberland. I persuaded Chris Stocken to join me. 
We planned to traverse the Oberland from Andermatt to Gsteig. 

We arrived at Andermatt on Sunday, April IS, and \vent up to the 
Rotondo hut that evening. The weather for the past few days had been 
poor and, soon after leaving Realp, mist came down and a spiteful wind 
ble'\lv snow in our faces. The way seemed long, the snow soft and \Vet, 
and our rucksacks heavy. One of the snags of a ski journey is the 
amount of stuff you have to carry. Ice-axe, crampons, rope, skins,. 
spare ski-tip, repairs material for skis and skins, and other oddments 
like maps, guide-book, torch, first-aid gear, etc., make up an appreciable 
load before you even start to add food and spare clothing. It is a mis
take to take a large rucksack ; the temptation to fill it up \¥ith luxury 
foods and ' come in handy ' items of clothing and equipment is too 
great. I find an ordinary summer' sac d'escalade 'quite big and heavy 
enough. A change of shirt and underclothes is not necessary for a 
fortnight's holiday. Spare socks, a Shetland pullover and a down 
jacket, if you have one, is all that is required. 

\Ve did not reach \iVyttenwasserenstafel until 7 P .1vr. with less than an 
hour of daylight left and still I ,ooo ft. to ascend. The visibility was 
very poor and had it not been for the posts marking the way I think 
we vvould have had to turn back. As it was we struck up the soft snow 

' and reached the hut in darkness at 8. I 5 P .M. after an exhausting climb. 
We had the hut to ourselves and made ourselves snug. It snovved all 
next day which allowed us to catch up sleep and recover our strength. 

It was still sno\:ving the following day, but through clearings in the 
mist we caught glimpses of the rocks of the peaks around, so we \Vent 
out to try our luck. The light was so poor that it was impossible to 
n1ake out the sno\v gradients beyond our ski-tips ; we took a bad line, 
but after t\:vo hours of plugging through deep snow we reached the Lecki 
Pass. We left our skis there and climbed the Stellibodenhorn which 
rises just above. A slovv cautious run took us back to the hut for lunch. 

On Wednesday it was still snowing, the third day of continuous 
snovvfall. \iV e decided \Ve might as ~reil go down to reprovision and 
discover what had happened to Angus Erskine, who should have joined 
us by then. Luckily, the Wyttenwasserental is fairly open and there 
was not much danger of avalanches. The snow was very soft and even 



OBERLAND JOURNEY, 1956 335 

with skis on we sank in calf deep. We never got a run and the descent 
took as long, and was almost as tiring, as the ascent had been three days 

. 
before. At Andermatt we found a cable from Erskine saying he was 
sick and could not come. 

We spent one day of clearing weather at Andermatt and then started 
off again on Friday morning in really perfect weather. We reached 
the hut at midday just as the snow was beginning to soften badly. Half 
an hour later three Italians arrived, but after a meal they went on to 
cross the Wyttenwasser and Rotondo Passes to All' Acqua in Val 
Bedretto. We admired, but did not envy, their ponderous rucksacks. 
We spent the afternoon getting scorched in the sun \¥hile avalanches 
of new snow fell from the slopes behind the hut. 

YR e had originally intended to visit the Corno hut to climb the · 
Blindenhorn, for the run down the Gries glacier is reputed to be one 
of the finest ' schuss ' in the Alps. However, after losing so much 
time we nO\¥ determined to reach the Rhone valley and the Oberland 
as soon as possible. We both agreed that under present conditions 
there was no pleasure in ski-ing either up or down hill after midday. 
We chose our route accordingly and decided on the Wyttenwasser 
Pass and the Gerental. If conditions were good \¥e would have time 
to climb the Pizza Rotondo on the way. 

We reached the pass at 6 A.M., but the weather was not good. It had 
been a \¥arm night and, no\¥, clouds, driven by the westerly \¥ind, were 
shredding themselves against the peaks. We gave up all idea of the 
Pizza Rotondo in favour of traversing the Gerental as quickly as possible, 
for in warm conditions it would be quite unsafe. We had a most 
enjoyable run do\vn the Geren glacier, but once in the Gerental itself 
progress was slo-vv as the valley floor was covered ~rith the debris of 
huge winter avalanches. As expected, in this N.W.jS.E.-lying valley, 
only a few avalanches from the recent snowfall had fallen ; the rest 
had yet to come down. In the lower woods we found and then lost 
the path and vvent too low ; below the bridge we had to cross. The 
river here runs in a minor gorge and I have a vivid memory of going 
from one narrow snow-covered ledge to another 4 ft. belovv, crossing 
the gap by swinging down, still with skis on, hanging on to the branch 
of a tree. Once the bridge was reached an easy run down a road 
brought us to Oberwald. 

The snow gave out at the fi rst house. vVhile vve were taking our 
skis off an old lady came out and asked us where we had come from. 
The answer ' Rotondo hut ' caused a considerable stir and we were 
invited into the living-room for black coffee and delicious home-baked 
bread and cheese. In my experience it has always been the same, 
away from the main tourist centres the Svviss are a most friendly hos
pitable people. They gave us their address and asked us to send them 
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a postcard when "'Te got back to England saying what we had done in 
the meantime. The house seemed in very good condition, yet we were 
told it vvas 400 years old ; a credit to the craftsmen who built it. 

Although the Rhone valley at this point is only 1,350 m. above sea
level, snow \vas lying a good foot deep in the fields , We took a train 
to Munster and lunched there. Nearly half our holiday was over and 
the weather still shovved no signs of settling. To make the most of our 
L"emaining vveek \ve decided to take food for the whole period up to the 
huts and stay there so as to be able to take advantage of any fine weather. 
That afternoon, heavily laden, \Ve follovved the path up through the 
woods to the Galmihorn hut which stands on a spur just above the tree 
line. It \vas hard \vork as the snow was soft and, higher up, the track 
crossed and re crossed an old avalanche track. My natural pace is 
slightly faster than Stocken's and I reached the hut first to find to my 
dismay that it belonged to the l\1iinster Ski Club, not the S.A.C., and 
was locked. However, I managed to force an entrance by unscrewing 
a shutter before Stock en arrived a quarter of an hour later. 

Next day, the weather \vas bad, with more snow, but at 9 A.l\1. we 
went out to make tracks up to\vards the glacier. The route lies over 
a ridge of the Kastlenhorn and then contours round the next basin 
climbing steadily to the glacier. We turned back a quarter of an hour 
short of the glacier. The light improved for the run down, but on 
reaching the Kastlenhorn ridge vve ran into thick mist and in the opaque 
light could not see beyond our ski-tips. We had to feel our way down. 
Stocken did a good job in finding our tracks, now almost obliterated, 
and follovving them down in a continuous stem. My task of following 
in his wake was easy. --. The snow was in wonderful condition for down
hill running and with good light it \vould. have been perfect. At the 
hut we found that the guardian had come up to dig some of the accumu
lated snovv off the roof. \Ve explained and laughed off our illegal 
entrance and vve parted friends. He told us his record time for the 
descent to Munster was five minutes. (The ascent had taken .us three 
hours.) He thought today it would take a little longer ! 

The weather was better next day and vve started out at 5. 15 A.l\1. 

There was quite a lot of cloud about, but there seemed promise of blue 
sky above and a clearance later. It was not to be. By 8 A.lVI. vve reached 
the edge of the glacier, vvhen the mist closed down completely and · 
reduced the visibility to zero. We were waiting hopefully for a clearance 
when \ve heard voices avvay to our left. I ' hallooed ' and got an 
answer. \Ve "vent ahead blindly and presently met a guide and a 
Svviss from Zurich. They had come from the Oberaarjoch, but their 
map did not cover the whole route and they had gone astray until they 
heard my shouts. · They were as glad to have ou:r tracks to follo'v as 
we were to have theirs, so we parted with mutual thankfulness. \V e 
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kept strictly to their tracks even though they took us over the top of Ho he 
Gwachte, 3,o86 m., a needless ascent. A slow run down, a long traverse, 
and then an interminable zig-zag climb in the stifling mist brought us 
to the Galmiliicke · wliich we did not reach until 1 1 A.M. We had 
originally intended to go to the Finsteraarhorn hut, but as the visibility 
\vas still very bad we followed the tracks to the Oberaarjoch. We kept 
skins on for the run down their uphill tracks and then a gratifyingly 
short traverse and climb brought us to the pass. We had only been out 
seven hours but we both felt it was quite long enough. The hut was 
quite . large and substantial and we marvelled at the strength and 
endurance of the men who had carried it piecemeal from the Grimsel. 

After a lunch of soup, bread and cheese, we put our things out to 
dry, as we could feel the sun's heat coming through the mist, and then 
turned in for the afternoon. I got up at 5 P .M~ to find it was snowing 
and everything, boots, socks and my string vest was fluffed with snow 
and frozen hard. It was cold in the hut but with wood at 4· 50 f. a 
bundle we could only afford t6 use it for cooking. We took our boots 
to bed with us under a mountain of blankets. 

It was fine in the morning. We ate a leisurely breakfast and photo
graphed the sunrise before running down in perfect powder snow to 
the Fiescher glacier. It was cold down there· in the shade and my 
boots froze hard, but we soon warmed up when we got into the sun. 
We passed the Finsteraarhorn hut and were tempted to stop there for 
the Finsteraarhorn next day as originally planned, but the weather, 
though fine, gave no promise of staying so ; also we did not think the 
summit ridge would be much fun plastered in new snow. So we went 
on to the Griinhorilliicke and then enjoyed a wonderful run down deep 
powder snow to Concordia, where we were welcomed by the guardian. 
There was no one else at the hut, but during the afternoon a number of 
parties cam~ down from the Jungfraujoch. Most of them were very 
heavily laden, and some were near exhaustion after struggling through 
the burning cauldron of Concordiaplatz. It was the first occasion we 
had .had company in the huts and I must admit I prefer to have them to 
mys.elf. 

There was a light evening snowfall, as there was each evening we 
were there, but it was fine in the morning and we were away by 5 A.M. 

bound for the Gross Fiescherhorn. A cold wind blowing 4own 
the Ewigschneefeld did not encourage halts, so we moved quite fast 
and yet did not reach the North ridge of our peak at about 3,700 m. 
until 9 A.M. There was a wonderful view across to the Schreckhorn 
and a staggering one down to the green pastures of Grindelwald. 
Cumulus clouds covered the lowlands, but all the peaks stood out clear. 
We left our skis and roped up. We took crampons but did not use 
them. Th.e snow on the lower part of the ridge was extremely soft and 
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track-making was very hard work. The only difficulty was where the 
ridge reared up in a 1oo-ft. step. We climbed it up the steep snow 
slope to the left, which is the top of the tremendous precipice that falls 
to the Grindelwald glacier many thousands of feet below. The snow 
though soft was good enough, and I .kicked my way up, making bucket 
steps. The final ridge was broken by two small rock steps which added 
interest and we arrived on the top after a two-hour climb well pleased 
with ourselves. This peak is more usually climbed from the Fin
steraarhorn hut when skis can be taken almost to the summit. In an 
hour we were back at our skis and in another hour we were taking them 
off below Concordia. I spent most of the afternoon repairing my 
skins, which were in a very bad way. 

We were away early again next morning, up the Ewigschneefeld to 
the Ober l\1.6nchjoch, \vhich we reached at 9 A.M. On the way we 
passed t\vo small birds frozen to death on the snow an especially sad 
fate in the spring when the world is coming to life again. Other parties 
had been up the Monch in the previous days. Their steps had become 
hard and icy and I rather wished \Ve had brought our crampons. (Last 
year crampons were essential; this year we never used them.) On the 
summit ridge we thought the tracks went far too near the cornice, an 
opinion which \Vas confirmed when we looked back from the summit, 
so we stamped our own a few feet lower down. We returned to our 
ski and then down the J ungfraufirn to Con cordia. 

vVe now had only one full day left before we must go down to the 
valley to catch the evening train. We decided on the Ebnefluh and to 
sleep at the Hollandia hut on the Lotschenli.icke. We left at 5.30 A.M. 

and started the usual long glacier grind. These central Oberland 
glaciers are too big, too long, set at too easy an angle, in a word too 
dull. These glaciers should be in the arctic, they are ideal for dog 
sledging. It would be tremendous fun, and perfectly practicable, to 
traverse the Oberland from the Lotschental to the Grimsel with dog 
team and sledge. What is more you would not have to carry a rucksack. 

It took us nearly three hours to reach the rock point where we turned 
off to the right to find a way through the Ebnefluhfirn ice-fall. The 
crevasses were very well bridged and, probably wrongly, we did not 
bother to rope up. The final moat was extremely formidable but we 
found a way across. We dumped our sacks on the plateau above and 
reached the top in less than an hour at about 10.15 A.M. We were 
interested to see that there was a narrow crevasse about 6o ft. deep 
running diagonally across the summit ridge, which would suggest that 
the summit of this peak is pure ice .. 

We had a superb run down starting from the very summit. It was 
quite a Rteep slope of hard crust covered with an inch or so of powder, 
the sort of snow one dreams about. Stock en descended fau~tlessly. · I 
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remember thinking ' this is marvellous ' as I went into \¥hat was meant 
to be a rather flash christi, but I caught an edge and came a terrific 
purler, filling my goggles up with snow. W e took the lower part of 
the slope in a fast ' schuss ' right back to our sacks. Clouds \Vere 
boiling up the Aletsch glacier and swelling over the ridges to the south. 
We swung on our sacks and ran down to the hut following old tracks. 
The fohn clouds just beat us to it. In an instant, so it seemed, the 
surface changed from a silky powder to the consistency of a soggy rice 
pudding. "V\Te reached the hut at II.3 0 A.M . Later we were joined 
by two Austrians and five Swiss. We produced a tremendous fug and 
passed a cheerful evening in their company. 

The weather was still bad in the morning. We left at 8 A.M. The 
steep slopes below the pass held good snow but for the rest of the way 
it was like skiing on ice, very painful tq the feet from the constant 
edging and side-slipping. It vvas pleasant to get off the glacier and pole 
dovvn to Blatten. There we halted at a ' pension ' for a glass of beer 
and then vvent behind the scenes to wash and shave off a week's growth. 

I had visited the Lotschental in I 94 7. T hen the motor road only 
· vvent to Kippel, now it extends to Blatten and there are many new build

ings. The next bus was not· until 2. I 5 P .M . so we shouldered our skis 
and strolled dov;rn the valley enjoying the spring-like atmosphere, the 
greens and browns, the flowers, the smell of damp earth, the murmur 
of bees and running water. It had been winter in Andermatt, winter 
in the Rhone valley, winter on the glaciers, but in the Lotschental 
spring had come. 

We lunched at Kippel and then \Valked down to Goppenstein. As 
the train carried us north across S\vitzerland the rain poured do\vn . 
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