
85 Gross Glockner. This and next photo, C. D. Milner
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One hundred years ago
(with extracts from the 'Alpine Journal')

C. A. Russell

The first Alpine expedition of note in 1875 was undoubtably the winter ascent
of the Gross Glockner on 2 January by W. A. Baillie Grohman with Peter
Groder and three other local guides. In a letter to the Editor of the' Alpine
Journal' giving an account of this eventful expedition Baillie Grohman ex
plained that he had determined some months earlier to make the ascent. On
his arrival in Kals it was only after some difficulty that he managed to per
suade the 4 to accompany him, the general view being that the undertaking
was 'quite impracticable on account of the depth of snow and the great danger
of avalanches. Providing ourselves with ample stores, as we did not know how
long we should be away, we set out from Kals at 2 o'clock in the afternoon of
New Year's Day. Contemptuous remarks and jeering smiles on the part of the
assembled guides and a crowd of idlers made us more than ever determined to
succeed.' .

Leaving the Torgen hut, a small chalet in the Kodnitz valley, at midnight the
party pushed slowly forward through deep drifts, narrowly avoiding 3 ava
lanches which 'thundered past in unpleasant proximity'. The Adlersruhe was
reached at daybreak and the base of the Klein Glockner shortly afterwards.
'Here we had to change our tactics, the whole of the latter mountain being
one mass of ice. We had provided ourselves with iron shovels, crampons and
snowhoops, but that we should want an ice-axe none of us had dreamt of, and
it was owing to this mistake that the ascent of the Klein Glockner was so ter
ribly awkward an affair. To add to our hardships the wind rose to such a
degree that very often we had to crouch down not to be swept away, and
shaking with cold, our position several times was dangerous in the extreme.'

The very steep slopes of the Klein Glockner were eventually surmounted but
another unpleasant surprise was in store. 'The top of the K.G. is ordinarily a
mere sharp knife-like edge running towards the Gross Glockner. Instead of
this we found on reaching the top that we were standing on a broad platform
some 60 feet long and from 12 to 16 feet in width. I was at that moment the
second in the file, and sticking my bergstock into the half-frozen snow, I
found that it penetrated and would have slipped through had I not held it
firmly. On looking down through the hole I perceived that perpendicularly
some 4000 feet below was the Pasterze Glacier. Of course we retreated pre
cipitately, but nevertheless I and the leading guide had been standing for some
minutes on a shelf of snow which the wind had drifted against the smooth
surface of the precipice forming the northern side of the Klein Glockner. It is
wonderful that this shelf, not thicker than 3 feet where it joined the rock,
should have withstood our double weight.

At five minutes to 10 0' clock we reached the top of the Gross Glockner. The
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view was magnificent beyond description: a dark dead blue sky and the air

clear to such a degree that peaks invisible in summer were now visible in all
their outlines to the naked eyes. The Ortler, and behind it the Bernina group,
were quite distinct.'

After an equally hazardous descent, including a nightmare return over the
Klein Glockner and another near-miss with an avalanche, the party arrived
back at Kals, where they were glad to relax in the cosy parlour of the Glockner
Wirth.

Despite very heavy winter snow-falls in many parts of the Alps the weather in
April and May was exceptionally good and the climbing season began in earn
est rather earlier than usual, the Grivola being ascended in 11 hours on 21
April by J. Corona and 2 guides. On 12 May Corona and S. Santelli, accom
panied by the brothers Maquignaz, S. A. Carrel and Luc Meynet climbed the
Matterhorn by the Italian ridge, while on 18 May a party including T. S.
Kennedy reached the summit of Mont Blanc.

In the Graian Alps the summit of the unclimbed Punta di Gay was reached on
14 June by Luigi Vaccarone and Paolo Palestrino with the guide Antonio
Castagneri and 2 porters. Two days later Vaccarone, with Castagneri and one
of the porters, made the first ascent of the Becca di Montandeni. Further E,
in the Ortler group, O. Schilck with Peter Dangl and A. Pinggera climbed the
Cima Ortles by way of the SSE ridge, the first time that the summit had been
reached by this route. Rising from the Passo Alto, one of the finest glacier
passes in the E Alps, this is the classic ridge of the mountain; very narrow and
exposed, itJs still regarded as a fairly serious proposition.

Throughout the summer the Alpine weather was unsettled, July in particular
being described as one of the wettest months for many years. Nevertheless on
8 July W. E. Davidson, after leaving Zinal at 2.45am with Laurent Lanier of
Courmayeur and a porter, completed the first traverse of the Arbenjoch,
between Mont Durand and the Ober Gabelhorn. On 24 July Tschingel, the
dog belonging to W. A. B. Coolidge and his aunt Miss Brevoort, accompanied
the Coolidge party to the summit of Mont Blanc. Coolidge recorded later that
'on her return to Chamonix she was very warmly welcomed, and, next day,
lying on a sofa in a salon of the Hotel Couttet, held a sort of reception of
admirers from all the other hotels.' Conditions improved slightly during the
next few weeks and on 24 August the Rev F. T. Wethered, having climbed the
Matterhorn, the Ober Gabelhorn, the Zinalrothorn and the Weisshorn within
the space of 10 days, made the first ascent of the SW ridge of the Monch with
Christian Almer and Christian Roth, Almer's son-in-law.

The principal achievement of the season was, however, the first ascent of the
peak which Coolidge always regarded as the beau ideal of a Dolomite. Leslie
Step hen believed that a route might possibly be discovered and D. W. Fresh
field, whose book 'Italian Alps' was published during the year, agreed that the
summit would prove to be accessible. These views were confirmed on 4 Sep
tember when the Sass Maor in the Primiero district was climbed by C. C.
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Tucker and H. A. Beachcroft, with Frans:ois Devouassoud and Battista della
Santa of Caprile. The party left San Martino at 5am and reached the edge of
the forest at a charcoal-burner's shelter 'when the nature of the work became
abundantly clear. A wide but not very lofty range of cliffs lay directly in
front, stretching from a point considerably to the right of the Sass Maor to
the base of the Cima di Ball on the left. Above this wall the main mass of the
Sass Maor rose with a very much diminished front, breaking near the top into
the two strange horns or gigantic fingers which make this peak so familiar to
everyone who has visited the Primiero valley. Leading upwards to the saddle
between these two peaks, a wide, but shallow trough or depression was observ
able, seamed in two places by dark vertical chimneys or gullies indicating a
possible route to the higher part of the mountain.'

86 Sass Maor

Having eventually forced a route up the lower cliffs the party arrived at a
point from where the remainder of the climb could be considered. 'Immedi
ately to the right and some 200 feet below, lay the saddle between the two
peaks so noticeable from below, and here therefore the route hitherto followed
united itself with the possible way up the mountain by the depression or trough
which had at first attracted attention. On the further side of the saddle rose
the precipices of the lower peak I of the Sass Maor, on this side perfectly
smooth and shear. Immediately to the left rose the steep face of the highest
peak2 of the Sass Maor, to the consideration of which the party at once

I The Cima della Madonna 2751 m.
2 2816 m.
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addressed themselves. Little more than 400 feet remained to be done, but the
accomplishment of this trivial height proved the hardest part of the day's
work. At the most critical part a small fissure, the beginning of a rent, which
will some day cleave once again the summit of the Sass Maor, lent a timely
aid; and at 1 o'clock the actual highest point was attained. The moderate eleva
tion of the peak was testified by the number of small plants found growing in
the crevices of the rock; but if some disappointment was felt at the discovery
that a peak which cost 8 hours' hard work did not turn 10,000 feet, an ample
compensation was found in the noble view which its summit afforded. It is,
however, the sense of utter and hopeless removal from the world below,
resulting from the tower-like form of the peak, the sheerness of its sides, and
its disconnection from any visible support, which makes the summit of the
Sass Maor so tremendous and yet so fascinating a pedestal.'

Another feat worthy of note was the first crossing, by W. L. Watts, of the
Vatna J okull, the vast glacier-covered mountainous tract in the SE region of
Iceland. 'On June 25,1875, Mr Watts had finished his preparations for crossing
the Jokull, and was ready to start with a party of 9 Icelanders, 4 of whom
were to accompany him only for some part of the way. The problem before
him was to force a way across a wide snowy plateau some 50 or 60 miles in
breadth as the crow flies, and varying from 4000 to 6000 feet above the sea
level.' Watts' own description of the start of the expedition gives some idea of
the forbidding nature of the terrain. 'Six pm found us at the point where the
rocks terminate, and the eternal snows of the Vatna commence .... All traces
of the glacier were buried beneath a vast accumulation of snow. From the
first we were able to use our sleighs, and, turning due N, we left the habitable
world behind us, being face to face with the hardest piece of our summer
work. As far as the eye could see was one lifeless, pathless wilderness of snow,
destitute alike of animal, insect, or floral life. Ou~ footsteps gave no sound,
and our very voices seemed strange in this drear solitude, the death-like still
ness of whose snowy wastes ·is broken only by the howling of the storm, or
the outburst of a volcano!' It was not until 14 days later that the passage of
the Vatna was completed, several severe storms having been encountered en
route.

To end this summary of the events of one hundred years ago it seems appro
priate, whatever one's views on the subject may be, to quote the fOllowing
extract from a review, in the 'Alpine Journal' for August 1875, of a book
entitled 'Here and There in the Alps' by the Hon Frederica Plunket and
published earlier in the year. 'This pleasant little volume is, if Miss Plunket
will allow us to say so, one of the most satisfactory proofs we have yet seen
of the 'Higher Education of Women'. If Cambridge 3 is succeeding in its task as
well as the Alpine Club, the other sex will in the next generation have put
themselves in a position to demand the suffrage or any higher privilege they
may wish for-possibly even admission amongst our noble selves.'

3 Girton College, established at Cambridge two years earlier, had been founded in
1869.
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