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RACI.ETTE PAnTY, A UGUST 20, 1957, AT RIFFELALP. 



THE CENTENARY MEET AT ZERMATT, 1957 

TI-IE CENTENARY MEET AT ZERMATT, 1957 

Pages from a Diary 

BY SIR JOHN I-IUNT 

wo days after the Raclette party on Riffelalp, our party returned 
to the Betemps hut, after an exceptionally cold and windy 
traverse of the Lyskamm, which was, however, noteworthy 

I 

for the membership of the party itself; it included the leaders of two 
Swiss Everest Expeditions, Eduard Wyss-Dunant and Albert Eggler, as 
well as Fritz IJuchsinger, who, with Ernst Reiss, made the first ascent 
of Lhotse in 1956. .. 

Our next objective was the Brei thorn via the Klein Triftje (or Young 
ridge) and we were busy with preparations from the moment of our 
return to the hut. 

The composition of the party for this next expedition changed with 
the arrival of George Band and Chris Brasher, hot-foot from the Bregag
lia; my wife and Wyss-Dunant dropped out, and Hobhouse, Tyson and 
I were joined by Eggler, Luchsinger and Fritz Gansser . 

. 
August 22. We left the hut at 3 a.m. in clear starlight. Band and 
Brasher got away to a flying start and made a great pace across the 
Grenz glacier towards the foot of the buttress thrown down from 
the I{lein Triftj e; we could see their lantern almost half a mile 
ahead of us when we were barely half-way across. Misfortune 
struck us early, for at brief intervals both Luchsinger and I broke 
our crampons on the rough going; we managed to make temporary 
repairs, but I was short of t,;vo of the inside points, which proved 
awkward later on. 

By 5.30 a.m. we had topped the rocks of the buttress and reached 
• 

the glacier, where the party roped up in three ropes of two : Eggler 
and Tyson, Hob house and myself, and the Fritz's. At 7. I 5 we 
stood at the foot of the ridge proper and found a scrawled message 
from Band on the snow, to the effect that they had halted for forty 
minutes here for breakfast, three-quarters of an hour earlier; the 
arete rose sharp and steep above us, and we could see them a good 
way up. To our surprise we also noticed another pair higher still, 
who had evidently come across from the Gandegg hut; these 
turned out to be a Zermatt guide and his French client. 

From the start the ridge was a delight, narrow and well-defined, 
and at this stage, in the intense cold, we were not sorry to be able to 
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move steadily in the steps made by the leading party. We gradually 
caught up with them as they were engaged on the lower rocks of 
the big gendarme. From here onwards the climbing was con
tinuou.sly interesting and difficult. The rocks were plastered vvith 
ice as well as a covering of snow and a good deal of time was spent 
on a steep pitch of about 100 ft., up a steep ice slope beneath 
vertical rocks, where we traversed to the left in order to swing a leg 
across the blade-thin edge of the rock ridge. Rock alternated with 
equally delicate and narrow snow crest for some distance until we 
arrived above a slight depression in the arete, before it makes its 
final great upswing towards the summit ramparts of the East 
summit of the Breithorn. At this point I noticed, for the first 
time, faint traces of two Americans, Burgess and Sadler, who had 
done the climb on the previous day. A steep descent over awkward 
rocks onto the left flank brought us level with the depression, 
where we were ablerto traverse horizontally back to the ridge, which 
was again acutely narrow and elegant. I sat astride it a very 
numbing experience for about fifteen minutes while Hobhouse 
tackled the next, severe-looking rock step which led to the last big 
snow slope. The rock was, in the event, quite straightforward 
but we made very slow progress up the snow towards the final 
rocks; the leading pair were engaged on the brief upward traverse 

. 
which leads out onto the summit ridg~, so the rest of us were 
held up. 

This last passage, from a good piton belay at the foot of the 
rocks, up to the right across a shallow ice gully and up its left edge 
to a rock rib just below the crest, turned out to be far less fierce 
than I had supposed; again we were spared the hard work of step 
cutting and were able to benefit by an ice piton and two rock pegs 
which had been placed by Band when his turn came. At 2.15 p.m. 
Hobhouse and I came up through the cornice to the warmth and 
shelter of the ridge and joined the others. A grand climb .... 

After a short day traversing the U nter Gabelhorn with my wife and 
daughter, Hobhouse, Tyson and I bivouacked beside the Arben glacier 
on the evening of August 25, intending to climb the South face of the 
Ober Gabelhorn. We were joined at our camp site by Mike Banks 
and two Marine Commandos, and all of us settled down in a bitterly 
cold wind, somewhat anxious about the signs of bad weather. 

August 26. At 2 a.m. the cloud indications were so unpromising 
that we decided to wait a further hour before stirring ourselves; the 
Commando party, more confident and less demoralised by the 
cold, set off at the agreed hour but we did not get away until 4 a.m., 
very doubtful about the weather prospects. But with sunrise 
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there was a dramatic change; the clouds dispersed and it turned out 
to be a brilliant day, with a very strong wind higher up; we could 
hear it on the f~r side of the ridge, while we were, of course, com
pletely sheltered. Arriving on the highest terrace of the glacier 
at 7 a.m., we found the Commandos just starting up the rocks; 
they had elected to climb by the rib on the left of the central 
couloir, and after stopping for a rest and food, we followed and 
passed them. Just as we were starting up ourselves, we were 
surprised to see below us the same pair of climbers we had met on 
the Young ridge the guide and the Frenchman. 

For about one and a half hours the climbing was delightful and 
easy, up gneiss slabs; we moved together, getting very hot on this 
sheltered side of the mountain; the summit ridge was now only 
30o-4oo ft. above us. At this point the wall steepens considerably, 
and we crossed the couloir to its right side, and moved up to the 
foot of a buttress, which flanks the big diagonal snow couloir 
coming down immediately to the right of the summit. The 
climbing here became more serious about Grade IV for two of 
the three pitches on this section. The guide now asked to pass us, 
and went into the lead; when Tyson and I joined him on the broad 
terrace at the top of the buttress, he advised us not to follow the 
couloir, which he had just inspected and found to be in ice. He 
led off towards the direct finish of the climb and it seemed both 
wise and more interesting to follow them. From this point there 
was an upwards traverse along a minor terrace beneath the final, 
vertical wall; it led us to a break, where we were able to move 
directly upwards for twelve feet and left-handed, on the wall itself 
-we were now on very steep ground and the rock was not alto
gether sound. After a hard move in considerable exposure we 
reached a niche with just room for Tyson and myself. Tyson 
led up to the left again, over an awkward bulge; the ground was 
too steep to see the leading pair, who had now arrived at the top 
stance beneath the cornice. · 

There then followed a very long delay, during which I brought 
up Hobhouse to join me; the Commandos were held up on the 
easier ground beneath the final wall. It was I I a.m. A growing 
feeling of tension was communicated to us from the trio out of 
sight above us. We heard laboured breathing and grunts from 
the guide. Tyson informed us that the latter had attempted the 
chimney above him, which appeared to be excessively hard, and 
had failed; after returning with some difficulty to leave his sack, 
he was now trying again; Tyson was obviously not happy about 
this turn of events. The tension now changed to a sense of 
mounting crisis ; the messages from above informed us that the 

I 
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guide was stuck on a critical move some twenty feet above the 
stance ... that the rope was jammed below him ... that he had 
told the Frenchman to leave the stance, climb up and release it. 
It sounded highly unsatisfactory on this strictly perpendicular face. 

The next message was even more alarming. The Frenchman, 
after releasing himself from the belay, and climbing upwards for 
a short distance with the rope slack and untended between hin1self 
and his guide, had come off ... he had fallen until, just before the 
rope became taut, he had managed, miraculously, to check his fall. 
The breathing above us became more laboured still ; time was 
obviously running out. 

Then we heard voices above us, on the summit; a party had 
arrived from the Wellenkuppe. We all shouted ourselves hoarse 
in an effort to attract their attention and, to our tremendous relief, 
we succeeded. Then came the detente, as Tyson conveyed the 
information that a rope had been lowered from the cornice . . . 
that J ulen ' ;vas now tied on ... that he was going up on this ' top ' 
rope. Shortly after, I joined T yson and found him under
standably shaken from this long-drawn-out drama; nearly one and 
a half hours had passed since he had reached this point. Grate
fully, we each in turn accepted a ' top ' rope to the crest, where we 
eventually arrived at about 2 p.m. In our then condition of anxiety, 
it seemed to us almost ' XS ' in standard, but is probably less 
than this. After lending a hand to the Commando party, getting 
considerably numbed in the bitter north wind, '"e descended by 
the Arbengrat, reaching our bivouac site at 7 ·45 p.m .... 

On August 27, my wife, my daughter Susan and myself, accompanied 
by Hobhouse, went up to the Tasch hut, from which I hoped to take 
Susan on her first high alpine climb the Alphubel by the Rotgrat. 
Follovving the others at some distance, I n1et Byam-Grounds on the 
path about half an h our belovv the hut, on his way down to alert Zermatt 
and make enquiries on the Saas side about three members of his party, 
who had not returned from the same climb that day; the ' "eather was 
bad. 

In the hut '"ere Goodfellow and his son Terence, Peter IJoyd and 
Emlyn J ones and his wife, all of whom had also climbed the Arbengrat 
that morning. We discussed what action to take. It seemed best for 
my party to continue with our plan, descending the South ridge to the 
Alphubeljoch, while the others came up by the glacier to join us there; 
in this way we should be able to search the mountain on all sides other 
than the easy descent to Saas Fee. Meanwhile, Byam-Grounds had 
returned, having heard no nevvs of the return of the missing trio to the 
valleys. 
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August 27. The climb was bedevilled by excessive cold and 
strong wind; in fact the conditions were typical of winter and half
way up the ridge I found the water in my flask had half frozen, 
although it was packed among spare clothing in my sack. rfhe · 
weather steadily deteriorated as we climbed and, although we were 
moving fast, reaching the summit in under six hours from the hut, 
we were too late; the mists had blotted out the view some time 
before we reached it, reducing visibility to a few yards. On the 
way up we had been able to see down to the Weingarten and 
Alphubel glaciers on either side of us, but apart from the other 
search party, there was no sign. So thick was it on the summit 
that there seemed little point in traversing along it before descend
ing to the joch; but just to complete the task we did so, calling at 
intervals on the way. Turning at its end, with the banal remark, 
'Well, that's that', I suddenly saw two figures in a slight clearing 
of the mists ahead of us and to the left, about two hundred yards 
distant on the sheltered east flank of the ridge. We shouted, but 
they seemed to take .little interest. As we approached, one of the 
men tried to move towards us and we noticed that there was a 
small snow-hole, in which a third figure was lying. We reached the 
two standing figures, who turned out to be Chris Massey and 
Dr. Hugo Rast. Two were very weak but reasonably cheerful; 
Massey's hands appeared to be frost-bitten. The third man, 
NowilJ, still lay in the snovv-hole, apparently helpless and in a bad 
way; it was difficult to rouse him. We managed with some diffi
culty to induce them to take some food and drink, supplied them 
with dry gloves, dug out one of their ropes and arranged them on 
one long rope; most of their kit was buried in the hole and, in 
view of their condition and the weather, we wasted no time in 
searching for it. It was now midday. 

The first 200 ft. up to the sumn1it, in the strong wind, almost nil 
visibility and with three extremely exhausted men to assist, seemed 
endless; I wondered if the doctor would make it, for he was 
flound~ring and falling at almost every step, despite gallant efforts 
and a complete absence of fuss. We found the direction of 
descent by compass and changed the order on the rope before 
going down, in order to provide the best assurance. Hobhouse 
led off and very soon found that the slope was in ice as the angle 
steepened; it was really uncomfortably steep for an operation of 
this sort. Luckily he had one ice piton in his sack, which was 
passed up to me at the rear to provide anchorage. And so we 
descended, desperately slowly, but in an excellent staircase of 
steps cut by Hobhouse. 

We began to merge through the mists, and were able to confirm 
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that our direction was correct. Below, we could now see four 
figures approaching the joch. At first I thought them to be on 
their way up the mountain by the normal route, but we gradually 
realized that they were our friends. _ In the end the very cold 
end we had them safely down, sorted out between ourselves 
and the others. Lloyd, who had cut a splendid line of steps 
towards us on the slope, went down with Terence Goodfellow to 
advise the people in the hut; Nowill was taken in hand by Basil 
Goodfellow and Emlyn J ones; Hugo Rast remained with us, serene 
as ever but needing a good deal of support. Hermann Geiger was 
flying in and out of the mists overhead. 

OTHER CLIMBS DURING THE ALPINE CLUB 
CENTENARY MEET: ZERMATT, I957 

August I8. ALPHUBEL by Rotgrat. First rope: P. Lloyd, T. A. J. 
Goodfellow.. Second rope: B. R. Goodfellow, A. D. B. Side, D. F. de 
V. Powers. 

Left Tasch Hut 4 a.m. Top of rock ridge I I .30 (first day!). Sum
mit about I .o, down by ridge to Alphubeljoch in mist and worsening 
weather . 

.£4ugust 2I. BREITHORN by Triftjigrat. P. Lloyd, B. R. Goodfellow, 
T. A. J. Goodfellow, F. H. Keenlyside. 

Left Gandegg Hut 4-IS a.m. Summit 2.45 p.m. The slopes above 
the Triftjisattel were nearly all ice, steepening to about so degrees below 
the seracs at the edge of the Triftji plateau. This needed about I ,ooo 
ft. of step-cutting, allied by Lloyd, who used ice pitons. There was no 
difficulty getting onto the plateau. The party examined the seracs at 
the east end of the plateau and found a route through them which was 
not difficult and appeared to be virtually free from danger of falling ice. 
B. Goodfellow led the final part, making track through deep powder 
snow. 

August 24. TIEFENMATTENJOCH. Same party as above. 

Left Schonbiihl Hut about 5 a.m. Took left-hand (south) route 
through upper icefall. Prospected route on Dent d'Herens. Ascent 
to Tiefenmattenjoch deep snow in bad condition with ice underlying 
in places. Col in mist and incipient snowstorm. Abandoned attempt 
on ridge to Tete de Valpelline and returned. 

August 27. Attempt on TXscHHORN. P. Lloyd, B. R. Goodfellow, 
T. A. J. Goodfellow. 

Left Tasch Hut 3.30 a.m. Crossed lower and upper Weingarten 
glacier to West spur of Taschhorn and up to Mischabeljoch ridge at 
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Pt. 4175 m. Ascended ridge for about an hour; strong cold wind, rock 
ridge plastered with snow, weather worsening. Considered it more 
prudent to return. 

The foregoing party, with J. H. Emlyn Jones, helped on August 28 
in the operations to bring down Nowill's party which had spent the night 
on top of the Alphubel. Searched the South flank, and then, crossing the 
Alphubeljoch, searched the East (Saas) flank, and finally went up the 
South-east ridge to join Sir John Hunt's party, who were bringing 
the rescued ones down. 

August 27. LYSKAMM by the North-east face. T. A. H. Peacocke 
and D. Ross. 

The party left the Monte Rosa hut at 03.00 hours and having recon
noitred the route the previous day crossed the bergschrund at 07 .oo 
hours, somewhat left of the direct line to the rocks of the Norman 
N eruda rib. At first a slightly diagonal line was made for the rocks, 
but the snow thinned and step cutting in hard ice became necessary. 
In an attempt to find snow the party bore away to the left towards 
another rocky outcrop, but after a short time more ice was met and it 
was decided to move back right to the main rib which after very heavy 
step cutting was reached at 10.30 hours. The foot of this rib is about 
Boo ft. from the bergschrund. The weather which had been fine early 
was now deteriorating, but as good snow was found on the right of the 
rocks it was decided to continue. A diagonal line of steps was made 
towards a gap between the rocks and a line of seracs, and the next 6oo ft. 
was climbed in an hour. The last 1,ooo ft., however, took much longer. 
The snow for the most part was good though one patch of ice was 
encountered and the cloud on the upper part of the mountain caused 
some delay, so that the summit was not reached until 15.00 hours. 
The average angle of the face would be about 55°, though the last 300ft. 
was less steep. The climb is a fine snow and ice expedition and the 
situation on the face is sensational. The conditions vary considerably. 
The week previous to this expedition a guided party made the climb 
keeping to the left of the rocks until half way up, when they completed 
the ascent by the rocks of the Norman Neruda rib. They cut no steps 
in i~e and found the rocks in quite good condition. The rocks in the 
lower half of the rib are much more difficult than those in the upper 
half. On August 27 the rocks were plastered with ice and snow and 
would have taken a very long time. In these conditions the right-hand 
route would appear preferable. 

The party descended to the Lysjoch in mist and snow but owing to 
poor visibility, which was reduced to a few metres, lost much time in 
trying to find the route to the Grenz glacier. Eventually at 18.oo hours 
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it was decided to make for the Margherita hut, which was reached in 
conditions of Arctic severity at 19.30 hours. 

(The Editor must express disappointment at the response by Members to the 
request circulated by the Hon. Secretary that all climbs carried out at the 

• 

Zennatt Meet should be submitted in order that there should be a full record 
of the Meet's activities. Only three members, Sir John Hunt, B. R . Good
fellow, and T. A. H. Peacocke responded in time, one or two further replies 
were received too late for inclusion. We again urge members regularly to note 
their expeditions for the benefit not only of the JOURNAL but of the Club's 
records. Our interest is not confined solely to first ascents or ' VS ' climbs.) 
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