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Finsteraarhorn
A Winter Expedition
Stephen Venables
Photographs 50 - 53

I t all started in a snowhole in Pakistan. Well, no - it really started long before
that, with glimpses of a mountain in the heart of the Alps - distant views from
Monte Generoso and Monte Rosa and Piz Badile ofa great peak thrusting high
above the Grimsel Pass, in the Berner Oberland; and there were tantalising
glossy pictures on postcards and calendars - pictures from the North, showing
the tremendous NE face in profile. I read Miriam O'Brien's account of the third
ascent of this remote face, which was first climbed way back in 1904, long before
anyone seriously contemplated any of the more famous, accessible 'great' North
faces. Her ascent was plagued by horrific rockfalls and the modern guidebook is
quite explicit about the dangers of the face. It seemed a good idea to attempt it in
winter, when all the rubble is frozen to immobility.

For a long time the Finsteraarhorn remained a vague idea- a halfformulated
plan that might be carried out one day. Then, in 1980, we were attempting
another great mountain, in Pakistan, and, as we lay marooned in a snowh.ole for
five days, we talked of many things, and Dave Wilkinson recounted his Tales of
the Berner Oberland. One of them was about an attempt to reach the NE face of
the Finsteraarhorn in winter- an attempt sadly curtailed by a twisted ankle. He
and Dick Renshaw skied from the] ungfraujoch, crossing the Grunhornlucke and
intending to cross a second col, the Agassizjoch, to reach the foot of the face. I t is a
long, two-day approach; but in winter the more logical approach from Grindelwald
is highly dangerous and the eastern approach would take days, with the Furka
and Grimsel passes closed. It sounded like a fantastic expedition and I began to

think more positively about attempting it myself. In 1981, at Christmas, Dick and
I got as far as packing two enormous rucksacks, before the weather man said,
'No'. I t snowed for two weeks and we never left Stechelberg. I returned the
following spring with Phil Bartlett. We left Dave bound grim-faced for the Eiger,
and skied over to the Finsteraarhorn Hut. The wind was unusually cold and
vicious, so we decided not to risk frostbite on the far side of the mountain,
contenting ourselves with the ordinary route and a bowel-stirring view down the
awesome NE face, from the summit. In September, on the way back from Peru,
we flew via Zurich, coming in past the Alps; and there it was again, unmistakable
against the pale autumn sky, re-awakening what had become an obsession. Back
in England, Dick suggested some alpine climbing in February and March and we
decided to make the Finsteraarhorn number one objective.

Thursday, 3rd March, 1983 dawned fine in the Alps. Six days ofsnow and rain
had come to an end and we celebrated by sharing a day ticket at Wengen. I took
the second stint and in the evening skied down the Lauberhorn, revelling in the
speed and excitement, happy in the knowledge that we were leaving for the
Finsteraarhorn the next day
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Even the first train up to the Jungfraujoch had its carriage load ofJapanese
tourists. More surprising, this early in the year, there was a guided party of
English skiers, who broke trail most of the way to the Griinhornliicke. It
detracted slightly from the sense of adventure but, with 30kg packs, we were all
too glad to follow their tracks on the trundle down to Konkordiaplatz and the
long hot climb to the Liicke. There we left them, skied down virgin powder to the
Fieschergletscher, and crossed to the hut, arriving in time to eat, drink and sleep
well, before the real work began.

On Saturday we were up at 2.30am. By 4am we were ready to leave, nervous
about the wind and ominous clouds on the horizon. It took nearly six hours to
skin up to the Agassizjoch; without skis it would have been much slower. We were
slightly delayed by my falling into a concealed crevasse. It was a salutary
experience, p'russicking out of a crevasse, in the dark, with a heavy sack on my
back and skis on my feet.

We left skis at theJoch. The moment of commitment had arrived - now that
we had climbed halfway up the mountain, it was lime to descend into the remote
glacier bowl on the far side. Clouds were drifting round the summits and the wind
was stinging our faces; nevertheless we decided to go and have a look. By the time
we had made four -abseils and climbed a further five pitches down to the
Finsteraarhorn Glacier, most of the clouds had evaporated. Things were looking
up and I felt very happy to have arrived finally at the foot of this face, now
towering over 1000 m above us.

Spindrift wrecked our first night out, at the foot of the face. We should have
known better than to dig only a shallow, open-ended snowhole; by the time we
had been buried and had got up to re-dig a proper hole, there were only three
hours left for sleeping, and I was yawning profusely when Dick set offat first light
on Sunday.

We climbed 20 pitches that day. Some of the climbing was tedious - kicking
steps up 45° snow, following the complex twists of the couloir which runs up the
left sidF of the Northeast Rib. But it was not all like that: thFre were ice pitches, a
snow-choked chimney, stretches of hopping from one Ice-glued rock to the next
and unnerving sections where we kicked through soft snow to 60° slabs ofsmooth
rock. In the afternoon Dick's ice-axe broke. We had reached about the 15th pitch
and the way ahead was looking increasingly complicated: ice runnels merged into
a maze of rock walls and buttresses. The summit towers seemed very remote. We
decided to follow our couloir up to the right to a little notch on the rib, where there
was enough snow to dig a bivouac ledge. Beyond that was a mystery and we were
not entirely sure where we should continue the next day.

There is nothing like an hour's digging to get you warm before going to bed. We
hollowed out a burrow on the lee side of the notch, just deep enough for two of us
to lie down, and fixed the tent sack over the entrance to keep out the malignant
wind and spindrift. Before retiring to bed, I climbed up Qnto the notch to retrieve
a sling. The wind was blasting over the little col. It came from the north, where
the Schreckhorn was starkly silhouetted against a red sky, streaked with purple
clouds: below us, the face plungFcI nearlv 600 m into the cold, blue shadows of the
glaCier. For a moment ffelt air the fear and excitement of being alone on a big
mountain ll1 the middle ofwinter.
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On Monday we started brewing long before daybreak. As usual, it was a time
to savour the warmth ofone's sleeping bag before facing the reality of the world
outside, where the wind was battering on the tent sack. All too soon the time came
to look outside. A seething mass of cloud was obliterating a pastel sky and, just
opposite, was frothing over the Studerhorn and up towards us. I geared up to go
and investigate the mixed ground on the far, north side of the notch. Neither of us
had made much comment about the weather. Now Dick, older and wiser, made
the inevitable suggestion:

'Do you think we ought to go back down?'
'Perhaps ... I don't know it's a long way down... .'
'This looks like a real storm .'
'It's not actually snowing. The weather man said there would be some cloud

today ... it might go away ... (I was clutching at straws). What about all that
abseiling ... and all the way back up to the skis ... ?'

'I meant go down to the Aar Bivouac... .'
'And then ... ?'. Visions of wading, ski-less, down from that remote little hut

did not appeal. After some dithering, we decided to try one pitch, 'just to have a
look'. On the notch I was hit by the full force of the north wind. Most of the
mountain was hidden in swirling cloud and what was left looked very hostile.
Suddenly I lost heart, thought, 'I can't do this', turned round and shook my head
emphatically - 'No, let's go down'.

So this was it - the end of yet another dream - another empty handed
retreat. I t seemed too ridiculous to give up so easily. Ambition got the better ofme
and, contradicting the dramatic headshake, I changed my mind and continued
over the notch to do battle wi th a band ofexhilaratingly loose rock. Once again a
decision had been made more by chance than judgement. Dick appeared out of
the freezing fog and, after warming his fingers, continued up an interesting mixed
pitch. When I joined him at the stance and commented on how good the climbing
was, he just laughed, as if such considerations were irrelevant at a time like this.
"Ve continued on a rising traverse, edging round the rib, hoping to find an easy'
couloir round the corner. Dick finally traversed across an overhanging wall and
arrived round the corner, to see a great concave belt of blank grey rock sweeping
up towards the summit. No joy there, so we turned left, back up towards the rib.
The storm had now blown over, leaving only a veneer ofrime on the rock and that
was disappearing fast. With crampons off, we made quick work ofthree enjoyable
pitches up steep granitic rock. On the crest of the rib the climbing became quite
easy and, standing at the belays, I felt sufficiently relaxed to enjoy the situation;
alone, with the immense view ofwhite mountains stretching out over Switzerland
to the Bernina, far away in the east.

As the sky turned pink, we arrived at the point where the rib crosses the grey
belt. We shuffled along a precarious arete of tottering blocks, which seemed to be
swaying in the wind. I belayed to an impressive monolith. When Dick arrived, he
observed disapprovingly that it wobbled, so we changed the belay. The final pitch
of the day landed us in a gash below an overhanging concrete tower. We decided
that the following day we would head left up an ice runnel and a grey rock ramp,
which looked repellent in the cold evening light. The mood meter had swung
back from optimism to apprehension and I was glad to forget about the morrow
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and concentrate on the present, abseiling into a steep couloir, banked up with
snow, where we dug out a bucket seat with just enough room to lean back in
reasonable comfort. .

I t was a cold nigh t and we did not have enough food left to generate much
warmth. Tuesday morning was again windy and, fearful of frostbite, we waited
for the sun before making a move. I t arrived in a flood oflight and warmth and by
the time I was belaying Dick on the first pitch I actually felt hot. He borrowed my
unbroken axe, so as to have two tools to lead the steep ice runnel, then stepped ofT
onto the grey ramp, when the ice petered out. I t was an absorbing pitch which set
the tone for the day - nine pitches of steep, intricate, tremendously varied
climbing. We reached a gully which steepened into a pitch ofsuperb ice climbing
- thin smears of ice on almost vertical rock, with only the occasional thin crack.
In one of the cracks there was an old rusty peg, the only sign on the entire route of
any previous human visit. Somewhere round here we ate the final three mini
Mars Bars - our last solid food for the next thirty hours.

The gully merged into rock walls and, halfWay up a pitch, I left 7rf ice for a
ramp of easy-angled, shattered rock. I t proved not to be so 'easy-angled' after all
and I found myself having to take some weight on my arms, pulling up on stacked
blocks. 'I'Ve continued, cramponless, up ever steeper, looser rock, winding left and
right, searching out the line of least resistance, trusting to the ice which glued
most of the rocks in place. The penultimate pitch ended with a tension traverse to
a hanging belay from a nut and two pegs, lodged behind blocks so enormous that
I had to assume they would stay in place. As I swung in my harness, I thought
humbly of Hasler and Amatter, who climbed the face in 1904, with little more
than a pair of boots and ice-axe each, a rope, and a lot ofcourage.

Dick continued up into the fading light. This last, 41st pitch was a real piece de
resistance - a strenuous pull up an overhang onto a disintegrating wall, which
made Mick Fowler's climbs on some ofour looser sea clifTs seem the actions ofa
sane man. In spite of moving very carefully, Dick sent down a steady shower of
blocks, which whirred and clattered past me, spoiling the view out over the
Grimsel. I followed on a tight rope, removing my own share of rock from the
mountain, and emerged on the summit ridge just in time to continue to a snow
mound near the summit before it became completely dark.

It was a fitting conclusion - a bivouac on top of the highest peak in the
Oberland, on a fine starry night. For the first time in four days we could see the
other side of the mountain, down to the friendly lights of the Rhone valley. Dick
patiently coaxed the last ounces of gas into producing two warm brews and
eventually, at midnight, in spite of the bitter cold, seeping insidiously through
sodden sleeping bags, we fell asleep.
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