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IN DEFENCE OF SKIING 

BY MALCOLM SLESSER 

N Scotland where the winters are long and awful and largely un
related to the month of the year the possession of an ice-axe is less a 
status symbol than a practical necessity. To those who cherish the 

belief that the highest art of the mountaineer is rock climbing, the 
intellectual niceties of the avalanche-proneness of a slope or the brittle
ness of a seventy-two-hour-old black ice slick are clearly lost. But the 
life of the ice climber in Scotland is a hard one. The infidelities of age 
and the slow stark dawns of mid-winter Scotland gnaw at resolve. And 
in the all too short day an hour's dalliance with one's sleeping bag is to 
lose the chance. Is it any wonder, then, that even amongst the most 
faithful, the lure of the ski wins eventually? For here, transported 
weightlessly to mountain summits, and given. wings to fly down their 
flanks, one can recapture youth, and still have a healthy and justifiable 
thirst to quench at the day's end. 

The trouble with skiing, your true mountaineer soon finds, is the 
genus skier. The soul of the skier is a thing apart, and no fit study for a 
pure-hearted man. Though perhaps no more obsessive than the climber 
he is the greater egotist. Witness his eyes perpetually fastened to a point 
10ft. ahead of his feet, whether on skis or in the queue. Moreover, to 
judge by the mass, he not only tolerates noise and propinquity, he 
relishes it. 

So soon, then, as the true mountaineer has mastered down-hill 
control on the piste, a task quickly within the ambit of any coordinated 
adult with enough money to buy the right equipment, the mountain wins 
him back. And what a superb reconciliation it is. Those first incompetent 
sweeps down the virgin snow with only one's heart thud to break the 
silence, are worth a day's mamboing in deep powder at a more so
phisticated stage. And later to master those bald rock-spiked slopes off 
Clachlet down to the Bealach Fuar-chataidh offers a satisfaction almost 
akin to a hard climb and the penalty for falling can be graver, for one 
is unroped. 

In an average season there are perhaps thirty days when ski-touring is 
good in Scotland. They don't all come together, and one may have to 
pick one's hills. Often when the lee side is all softness caked over with 
moisture-bound wind-packed snow, the windward side is a skater's joy, 
and a pair of new reisen-slalom skis will elicit hair-raising opportunities 
on steep slopes. Meall a Chuaich, a Munro clearly visible from the 
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middle reaches of the Spey valley, once offered me this. On the other 
hand it can be soft as a foam bath: all deep flour. Not the dry powder of 
the Alps, but flour, and heaped into the gullies, but leaving the reeds 
poking out of the bogs. Coming off Meall Coronach, that much favoured 
quick outing of the mid-Scotlander, I once found my ill-chosen slalom 
skis impaled on gully banks while my companion's metals flexed grace
fully, and sped her away ahead of me. 

I never thought much of ski-mountaineering in the Alps till the 
summer mountains finally became too crowded for pleasure. Once, 
fifteen years ago in January, we had gone to climb the Furgler above 
Hochsolden, and earned the reproof 'V on does not climbed zee 
Furgler in vinter '. But on that occasion Valdy and 'Schlesser' did, 
though the skiing was hell, and the wind slab frightening. A very long 
time later, the redoubtable McKenzie, now the President of the S.M.C., 
had me cooking his soup for him at the Britannia hut and sorting out the 
route to the Adlerpass. It was ludicrously easy and pleasant. From 
a col cold enough to be the Tower Gap in winter, the summit turned out 
to be a sun trap, and the ski run back to Saas Fee, some 7000 ft. of descent, 
a charming two hours of sheer joy. I could never climb any four 
thousander in summer after that. In 1967 several of us from Glasgow 
did the greater part of the Haute Route, but we got no peaks. So in 1968, 
on account also of the currency restrictions, I went back to the mountains 
in a camping van for a peripatetic ski-mountaineering holiday. 

To my mind there are two essentials to climbing. First that the route 
be not a foregone conclusion, and second that it should be, at least 
partly, unknown. The degree of snow knowledge called for is so much 
greater in skiing that one hesitates to seek these criteria without a 
guide. Yet a guide removes much of both. 

After the space of a year I found the second descent of the Vallee 
Blanche had downgraded a great mountain ski-run to a fabulous piste, 
but no more. So we picked our mountains with care bearing in mind 
the delightful classification of Philippe and Claude Traynard, who 
classified ski routes for medium skiers, good skiers, and very good skiers. 
On the latter sort they write: 'He has no problem of technique and goes 
on steep slopes and narrow couloirs with "La certitude d'y trouver un 
reel plaisir"'! With two small children at home, my wife and I decided 
that no matter our technique, we could not extract this final drop of 
pleasure from the situation, and withdrew to the lower level of com
petence. 

The Col de la Forclaz in winter is not kept open in the strict sense of 
the word. We closed it, with the help of a snow storm. In the ensuing 
bright morning the wind tore the fresh snow from the Dru, sending 
plumes to rival the plough from Argentiere. Once extracted we camped 
in the car park at the Grands Montets lift. So ne\¥ a phenomenon are 
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these camping vans in winter, that no one bothered us. At night we had 
the car park to ourselves, convenient at the end of the piste. Next day 
in still sunlight we looked from the middle station towards the Argentiere 
glacier. No trace showed the route, no bold skiers were moving up
wards. Being France no one tried to stop us as we set forth. Either one 
believed in one's judgement or, I mused, one returned to the piste. 
The snow fell from the skis and ran down the steepness below in white 
cotton reels. It was fun, out of crowded Chamonix, to be ploughing 
one's own virgin t~ail at nine o'clock in the morning. It was hard work. 
But it wasn't dangerous. By the time we made the Argentiere hut the 
sun had rotted the surface into an impact adhesive and there was no 
spare energy for the Col du Tour Noir. . 

It was sad for our friends, the Wallaces, who had to return home the 
next day, but we came back after another trip, dipping in fabulous 
schusses and turns, off the Aiguille des Grands Montets, where the lift 
finishes. Then tempting providence in order to save distance we made 
a long fast traverse under the outfall of the Couturier couloir, and less 
than an hour from leaving the valley we were skinning up the glacier 
only a little below the height of the Argentiere hut. There were no tracks. 
We had the whole Argentiere basin to ourselves till a monoplane dipped 
its wings, and flew onwards towards Mont Dolent. Only then did the 
gigantic scale achieve reality. 

On the glacier des Amethystes wind had scoured away the fresh snow. 
My hat fell off and slithered inexorably down soo ft. Ruefully I marked 
the d~rk speck and climbed on. Grey ice poked out from the snow 
revealing easy crevasses. The wind died. We moved into the focus of 
the snow parabola, and burnt. To stand still was to become even hotter. 
Even the mile-an-hour wind ~four slow shuffle was better than nothing. 
Nonsensical evaluations of the size of the rock plinth on the Col du 
Tour Noir were the most we could find to fill our minds. 

The col at midday was total perfection. And how bizarre to look first 
over to the exquisitely wrought pistes of Verbier, and then to the 
auster~ shadowed silence of the North face of the Droites. The Tour 
Noir we left alone, content to spend the free hours on the col. But even 
in the winter, the ascent is without problems. 

The descent in the full heat of the afternoon was bearable only so 
long as one skied fast. A moment's halt, and suffocation set in. On the 
lower slopes of the Amethystes the rotten snow forbad turns, and 
twice the heels of my skis stroked clear the snow bridges. In one well
calculated straight line we gained the Argentiere glacier, and without 
losing speed turned towards the valley where the jagged shadow of the 
Verte lay over the glacier. And there, in a ·wonderful transition from 
furnace to ice-box, we breathed again. Moments later we were on the 
Grands Montets piste. 
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Not all the best ski routes are on high peaks. The Tete de Bossetan 
lies on the Swiss-French border. Champery lies to the north, and the 
family resort of Samoens on the French side. It is so low that in April 
there is no snow in the valley. But in the woodland road leading up to 
the hamlet of les Allamands, it was alarming to find the road snow
filled above Iooo m. With some misgiving we faced the next 1400 m~ 
of skinning to the summit. The route to the chalets de Bossetan is 
exceptionally pretty through forests of ash and pine, with sideways 
glances at the wall of the Dents d' Odda, and backward glances towards 
the peaks of Isere. Above the chalets one is pinioned in a long trough 
whose angle makes pleasant skinning. And from the summit the view is 
every bit as rewarding as that from a higher peak in the bigger massifs. But 
it was the descent which gave the intellectual stimulus. The route chosen 
took us over broad fields on the South face, with the object of avoiding 
the tortuous woodland trail of our ascent. Many the traverse we made 
in gentle southern slopes of corn snow with hands out of stick slings, 
and safety clips unclipped. The descent was, if anything, harder work 
than the ascent. 

Perhaps the finest journey of the holiday was from the top of the 
Brevent above Chamonix to Le Buet near Vallorcine. I engaged in that 
prehistoric cableway to the Brevent with the feeling that if I survive, 
dear God, I promise not to chance my luck again. From the summit one 
quickly loses the piste, and follows a line amongst the summit rocks 
till a broad, but steep couloir leads down to the valley of the Diosaz, 
parallel to the Arve on the Chamonix side. We found the skiing like 
spring in Scotland. The corn snow was hard, and skis hardly marked it, 
yet gripped well enough to give absolute confidence. And it was needed 
too, for this flank of the mountain is steep, and falls inexorably into the 
deep Diosaz gorge. One set of tracks encouraged us when we stopped 
to wonder at the trap we were entering. We knew that eventually we 
had to get down to the level of the gorge just above the point where it 
steepens. To our right steep rocks, and dozens of yesterday's avalanches 
suggested a limit to exploration in that direction. Eventually, like 
sheep trails, all possibilities led naturally to one cleft. A 20 ft. side-slip 
on 50° snow led to a ledge, and then an appalling drop to the gorge. I 
wished our informant had suggested we take a rope. There was no 
difficulty. It was simply a matter of nerve, and rather brusquely pointing 
this out to the mother of my children, I gained the ledge. J an et went so 
far, paused, leant in, and mercifully slithered onto the ledge. In a 
determined mood, we set off on a traverse to seek a better descent of the 
last zoo ft. The gentlest couloir to be found vvas the width, and a little 
more, of our skis. The snow was like marzipan icing raked with some 
of yesterday's mini-avalanches. Solemnly we stepped down, step at a 
time. It took an hour. and then with the sun already gathering force 
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and warming the treacherous slopes above us, we traversed over the 
huge ice ball debris to the gentle part of the river valley. The trap was 
now sprung. To return to the Brevent before nightfall was out of the 

• question. 
The valley here is exquisite. It is remarkably remote, being only 

accessible over neighbouring cols, the gorge cutting off direct access. 
At the chalets de Balme, seemingly abandoned, we lunched, and 
contemplated the very attractive backside of the Aiguilles Rouges. It 
was hot, but with an ameliorating wind. Water could be heard rushing 
underground at all points. It was noon. With 3000 ft. of ascent to the 
Col de Berard, and 4ooo ft. of descent to Le Buet we had our work cut 
out. In turns we broke a trail, finding ourselves forced by the terrain, 
and avalanche proneness of the southern slopes to the north side. The 
tracks of a previous day occasionally showed, and then vanished. The 
terrain was clearly grass, and the snow sodden. As it steepened my 
anxiety increased. An occasional low pitched 'Whooompf' set our 
nerves on edge. In search of safety we climbed directly upwards to the 
edge of a cliff, and there parked skis, and went rock climbing. Little 
melt streams coursed down the rocks, giving delicious drinks. One 
hundred yards, we concluded, would cover the crux. Gingerly we 
traversed along the cliff edge, watching little avalanches fan away 
beneath our feet, and grow into bigger ones, but nothing serious. My 
principle was that if there was to be an avalanche, I wanted to be at the 
top of it, not half-way down. 

It worked. We gained the valley floor where it eased in angle, and in a 
final half-hour burst made the col. It was past 4 p.m., and cold. Beyond 
lay the shadowed white quilt of the Corn be de Berard, and very gingerly 
we crept out onto it, slid, turned and slid, then spoke. 

'Nothing wrong with this snow.' 
For 3000 ft. we. enjoyed the finest skiing, 6 in. of powder on a firm base. 

One could do no wrong. The half-mile wide snow slope was ours alone. 
Not even later, when we had climbed the Trugberg and Breithorn, did 
we achieve greater satisfaction. 

' That', J an et remarked after her first beer in the Hotel de la Gare at 
Le Buet, 'is what it's all about.' 

-
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