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Margherita Guinea Pig
Miriam Baldwin

Last summer we traversed Monte Rosa via the Dufourspitze and visited the
Margherita Hut. Situated on the summit of the Signalkuppe, at 4554m it is the
highest hut in the Alps. I did not know at the time that it is both a climbing hut
and an observatory for scientific studies.

We retired to bed shortly after our arrival for a quick snooze. I was somewhat
surprised to be roused from my afternoon slumbers by a young man in a T-shirt
and jeans, waving a questionnaire. He was conducting a survey on Women at
Altitude. My climbing companions had apparently volunteered me. They were
nowhere to be seen - melting snow outside the hut, it later transpired. The
young man indicated that I should follow him upstairs to a table in a corridor. I
was eager to participate, feeling flattered to be asked. I felt in excellent shape,
in spite of a gruelling day during which I had lugged a heavy pack.

The questions were easily answered in spite of my complete lack of German.
The questioner spoke some English - 'When had I last been at altitude?' 'Had
I experienced any adverse effects then,' etc, etc? Then the young man put me
through my paces. He listened to my breathing - felt my pulse and took my
blood pressure. 'Good. Now shut your eyes and hold out your hands in front of
you - good. Now walk in a straight line down the corridor placing one foot in
front of the other - good. Now I am going to shine a light into your eyes.' He
did so; the light was horribly bright and I struggled to keep my bloodshot,
sensitive eyes open for him. I assumed that he was a PhD student - he
probably was; I still have no idea! So far I continued to feel good. Whatever the
game was, I was winning.

I was then taken through a door into the inner sanctum. 'Now we will take
some blood,' said the young man. I laughed. 'I need all my blood for tomorrow
- I want to traverse Lyskamm and Castor. How much blood do you need?'
'Only a little cupful,' he replied in deadly earnest. By now I had taken in my
surroundings. I was led to a comfortable bunk, made up with inviting pillows.
At the back of the room stood five other people, one a woman. They smiled at
me encouragingly. They were quite right, I was beginning to feel anxious. It
was virtually impossible to retreat. My pride would not allow it. I had given
blood before ... This time it appeared that the reward would be a tumbler of
wine, rather than tea and biscuits ... It might be worth it. I lay down and
thought of England. After all, I was a Woman at Altitude, and there weren't
many of us in evidence at the Margherita Hut. Perhaps they knew more about it
than I did. A different young man approached with a syringe. He smiled, but
he meant business. I had resigned myself to losing a little blood to these friendly
youths. When they took the second syringeful of my precious blood supply, I
felt that matters were getting out of hand. Still I lay there, inert and acquies
cent. My courage would be rewarded soon. Instead, a third gentleman
approached. He was very smooth and charming, and his English was perfect.
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He was somewhat older than the others but also attired in T-shirt and casual
trousers. He began to chat to me in what 1 now realise was a professional
bedside manner. He talked to me of Doug Scott and of Messner, both of whom
had helped him with his surveys. 1 talked to him of the Alpine Club, and the
Meet 1 was on, and of my aspirations for the morrow. He had lulled me into a
false sense of security. 'Please remove your breeches,' he said, '1 wish to take
blood from this region.' He put his hand on my groin. Once again 1 found it
impossible to object. 1 wanted to say 'Why?' and 'Who are you?' but felt too
amazed to ask. All 1 could croak was 'I'm afraid it will affect my climbing
tomorrow!' Messner's doctor - or whoever he was - calmed me once again.
'A girl who has traversed the Dufourspitze will have no problem traversing
Lyskarnrn - don't worry!' 'But what about my blood?' 1 wanted to shout 
but didn't.

He had a little trouble getting the great long needle into the right bit of my
groin to withdraw the blood. It took three attempts and although he was
obviously competent and confident, it hurt. 1 was no longer doing well and 1
felt truly shaken. After it was all over, bar the giant sample bottle given for my
continued co-operation, this mysterious man did explain that he had needed
arterial blood - hence the strange letting point. Friends have told me since that
1 was foolish to allow anyone to attempt to take arterial blood without seeing
their credentials. And 1 had not even asked what the man was doing!

The cup of wine was minute - not nearly enough to compensate my blood
loss or my wounded pride. 1 needed a bottle at least. 1was ushered OUi to d.ink
the thimbleful elsewhere. 1 realised then, of course, that 1 was only a guinea
pig. 1 will probably never know the results! Did they like my blood?

1 awoke the next day feeling queasy, weak, dizzy and sore. We delayed
setting out so that 1 could recover. 1 will never know whether 1 would have felt
like that anyway! People are supposed to in that hut. Anyway, we set off at
7.30am to 'do' Lyskamm - the conditions were perfect and we romped along,
enjoying the frozen, delicate ridge, the superb views and bright blue skies.
Already my sufferings in the name of Science were forgotten.
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