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A mixture of good and bad luck prefaced my climbing holiday in 1937. I
was due to meet Edmund Wigram and Charles Rob at Montenvers on 24
July. At Lausanne station early that morning I lost my wallet. Luckily I had
enough money in my pocket to get me to the rendezvous. The previous
day Edmund and Charles, descending roped from the Requin, had both
fallen into the same crevasse but had managed to get out. Next day the
weather was bad and we mooched around at Montenvers. Two famous
guides whom we knew by sight were doing the same: Josef Knubel and
Alexander Graven. Edmund innocently enquired of them whether they
would like a nice promenade on the Mer de Glace. They took it well.

The weather cleared and we three plus Jim Gavin and Charles Nicholls
left to traverse the Grands Charmoz. After a long dry spell the Nantillons
glacier was in atrocious condition (why did people say that there was only
rock-climbing among the Aiguilles?), and the Rognon in its middle was
alarmingly overhung by seracs. On reaching the Grepon/Charmoz couloir
we soon traversed out into the middle of the face of the Charmoz to tackle
somebody's chimney - not Burgener's but more difficult, 50 metres of it.
Carrying the abseil rope as well as my rucksack on my first climb of the
holiday, I found it exhausting and was nearly sick at the top. The rest of the
climb was delightful and, after a rest on the tiny summit, we descended the
Charmoz/Grepon couloir in ready-cut ice steps, Charles in Kletterschuhe
and axeless (we had three among us five) bringing up the rear. On the
Rognon I loosed a small stone and the language which rose from Josef Knubel
below was intimidating.

Next day saw us at the Charpoua hut for a traverse of the Drus. The
glacier and bergschrund were in a difficult state, but a single tongue of ice
hanging down close to the rocks enabled us to cross the latter - just. Edmund,
Charles Rob and I were two-thirds of the way up the Grand Dru when a
shout from behind caused us to turn back, to find that Charles Nicholls had
dislocated a shoulder while crossing 'La Pendule', a slab with a short fixed
rope hanging from a piton. Edmund and Charles Rob were both newly
qualified doctors, and Edmund, slightly the senior, rotated the shoulder
back into place - his first patient after qualifying. The weather looked set
fair so, leaving Charles Nicholls on a sunny ledge with food and water, the
rest of us climbed to the top of the Grand Dru and then descended to help
him down. With his shoulder immobilised and with assistance where nec
essary, we got him down all right and, after a roped glissade down the
glacier, we reached Montenvers in time for dinner.



57. On the summit ridge of the Grands Charmoz, July 1937.
(J M L Gnvin) (p182)
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The weather now became unsettled again, so we started from Argentiere
for Zermatt, minus Charles Nicholls. The weather was too bad for the
Aiguille d'Argentiere, so in poor visibility we crossed the Col du Chardonnet
and in pouring rain made a beeline for the Saleina hut, though this involved
crossing a lot of crevasses. On arrival at the hut we were duly reproved by
Marcel Kurz (guru and guidebook editor), who was inspecting the hut, for
not following the proper guidebook route. But we had no guidebook and
merely wanted to get out of the rain as soon as possible. The rain persisted
(as so often on 1st August, Swiss national holiday) and we reached Orsieres
soaked. Our hotel there was being run in festive spirit by two young girls
but I retired to bed, sickening for a cold.

Next day Edmund departed for England and Charles, Jim and I reached
the Valsorey hut via Bourg St Pierre in thick, low cloud. The clouds sank
during the night, however, and soon after dawn we were at the foot of the
Valsorey ridge of the Grand Combin. But this looked uninviting, with a
layer of fresh snow and a cold wind from the north. We were far above the
Col des Maisons Blanches and, loth to descend to reach the Corridor route,
we consulted our postcard, which was our sole guide to the mountain. From
this it looked as if we could cut horizontally across the N face and join the
Corridor higher up. At this period we did not carry crampons, so step
cutting it was, beneath the same seracs which threaten the Corridor, until a
rib of rock with a steep cliff beyond barred further progress. Luckily, this
coincided with a gap in the seracs and, cutting steps steeply upwards, we
gained the gentler upper slopes and the summit. Many years later, I saw an
article in Die Alpen by a Swiss party who had just done this route and claimed
it as a new route. We descended by the Corridor and reached Fionnay at
6pm and the Chanrion hut the following afternoon. From there we aimed
at Arolla, via the Ruinette, Mont Blanc de Cheilon and possibly the Pigne
d'Arolla. Armed with vague directions from the hut guardian, we left at
3.30am, but soon lost the path. However, we reached the top of the Ruinette
soon after Barn and roped up for the long traverse ahead. After an abseil
down the big gendarme on the E ridge (on which I ended upside down),
we embarked on the long snow ridge leading to Mont Blanc de Cheilon.
Being cramponless, we eschewed the hard-frozen snow on its N flank and
traversed the steep soft snow on the south below the cornice, where we
found rock belays or secure stances frequently enough for safety. But it
was hot and tiring and on the col below the NW ridge of Mont Blanc de
Cheilon we renounced any further traverse and, leaving our rucksacks,
climbed to the top and back. After dreamlike glissades to the Col de Cheilon
we began the long trek to Arolla. We unroped on the dry glacier, and in my
continued state of lassitude I soon fell far behind and had to climb the
Oadderless) Pas de Chevres alone, which I found alarming. Later, I caught
the others up resting and we arrived together at Arolla at 6.30pm.

It now remained to get to Zermatt via the Bertol hut and the Dent Blanche.
The hut was crowded and with all the windows shut the dortoir was stifling;
so we did not need awakening at lam. It was a relief to step out into the
cold bracing moonlight and, ignoring Geoffrey Young's 'generally accepted



Above
58. The Ruinette and the ridge leading to

Mont Blanc de Cheilon, August 1937.
(A M Greenwood) (p182)

Right
59. Traversing the Ruinette-Mont Blanc

de Cheilon ridge, August 1937.
(AM Greenwood) (p182)
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rule that there shall be no talking before dawn', we chattered our way merrily
across to breakfast at the Dent Blanche hut. The S ridge was in splendid
condition and it was warm and sunny; after an hour and a half on top we
reached Seiler's tearooms in Zermatt, with its light orchestra and smart
clientele, by 5pm, and devoured five exquisite patisseries each.

Jim departed now for army manoeuvres. Charles and I dragged ourselves
away from Zermatt full of friends and interesting strangers, among the
former Brian (B K) Harris who had taught me climbing at school and who
was climbing with Alexander TaugwaIder, and among the latter a party
whom we called the Himalayan Bivouackers (they bivouacked as high as
they could get, near the top of Monte Rosa) led by 'Cooke of Kabru'. We
left the village at 11.15pm to traverse the Wellenkuppe and Obergabelhorn
to the Schanbiel hut. There was no Rothorn hut at that time, and the Trift
Inn was expensive and low down; so we walked to the foot of the Trift
Gletscher and stopped there for a good rest and food, while guided parties
from the Trift passed by, only one of them bound in our direction. The
ascent to the Wellenkuppe was simple and we roped up after a short rest
just below its summit. The traverse'north of the Grand Gendarme was
pure ice, so we climbed it by the fixed rope - strenuous. After a long rest
on the top of the Obergabelhorn we made a quick descent of the Arbengrat
to the Arbenjoch; but between us and the Schanbiel hut lay the Arbenhorn,
a steep and exhausting climb of 500ft, and a long descent to the hut where
we arrived at 4.30pm. We had intended to traverse the Matterhorn by the
Zmutt and Harnli or Italian ridges next day but it was a relief when I awoke
at daylight to be told that there had been a thunderstorm in the night. A
party of Czechs had nevertheless started for the Zmutt ridge. They were
last seen high up in the Galleries at 4pm and their bodies were later found
on the Tiefenmatten glacier.

Next morning, having reprovisioned in Zermatt, we left the hut at 2am
well ahead of three guided parties also bound for the Zmutt ridge. It was a
bit cloudy with flickers of lightning around. On reaching the foot of the
cliffs which fall westwards from the snowy part of the Zmutt ridge we con
tinued till we heard running water, the clue which B K Harris and Alexan
der Taugwalder had given us for finding the easiest way onto the cliffs. It
was still dark and, being still unroped, we soon lost sight of each other but
kept in touch by shouts. Eventually we joined up near the foot of a slope of
hard-frozen snow up which Charles cut steps. Easy rocks followed, but
then came an ice slope covered by a thin layer of frozen snow, which Charles
started to climb relying solely on his front tricounis. I demanded a rope or
steps, but soon we needed both. Meanwhile, the first of the other parties,
skirting the snow, gained the snow ridge first. It turned out to consist of
Otto Furrer, famous guide and world skiing champion, with a young Ameri
can woman, Mrs Coles, and a porter (we never saw the two other parties).
We were annoyed to have lost the lead, but it paid off higher up. The snow
ridge, the teeth of Zmutt and the ridge beyond were in good condition and,
moving together, we soon caught up with the Furrer party who moved
separately - Furrer first, then the other two.



60. The Obergabelhorn summit, August 1937.
(A M Creel1wood) (p182)

61. Near the top of the Miinch, August 1937.
(A M Greenwood) (p182)
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At the top of this ridge, where it abuts against the nose of Zmutt, we all
rested, and Charles and I fortified ourselves with brandy and condensed
milk. We now reaped the benefit of Furrer's knowledge of the Galleries
and the way onto Carrel's Corridor. The going was delicate, belayless but
not difficult, with very little verglas. On regaining the ridge Charles and I
were waved ahead and we soon reached the Italian summit where, though
cloudy and breezy, it was warm enough for a long rest; but we were denied
the wonderful view.

On the suggestion of Furrer we descended the Italian ridge, so full of
landmarks of Whymper's and Carrel's early attempts. Below the Col du
Lion we strayed from the best route but a shout from Furrer, far above, put
us right. In thick cloud we might have missed the hotel/hut but for the
loud noise of Italians (and their dogs) so characteristic of Italian huts. We
were escorted in by a smartly dressed Italian in a dark suit and, after a meal
and plenty of red wine with Mrs Coles, we left for Zermatt. We had no map
and no idea of the route over the Furggjoch, but in a brief spell of clear
weather we saw the way. We knew that B K Harris and Alexander Taug
walder had completed the same round in time for dinner in Zermatt at
8pm, but it was the pouring rain rather than competitive spirit which drove
us, faster and faster, to reach Zermatt and a bottle of Bouvier, in true
Mummery style, by 7pm.

The weather now deteriorated. We crossed the Bernese Oberland from
Brig to Grindelwald in cloud and rain, unable to climb a single peak. Charles
went home but, in a brief clearance, I climbed the Monch via the Bergli hut
with Tom Howard and got soaked once again on the way down.

Sad to say, both those fine guides, so helpful to young guideless climb
ers, died within a few years on their local mountains - Furrer when Jor
dan's ladder on the Italian ridge of the Matterhorn broke and Alexander
Taugwalder in a crevasse while skiing on Monte Rosa. Edmund Wigram
fell to his death on the Idwal Slabs soon after the end of the war. Happily,
my mentor, B K Harris, lives on in Shropshire, well into his eighties.
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