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Innocents Abroad:
An Alpine Season in the Eighties

(Plates 48, 49)

I am grateful to Charles Warren for allowing me to draw inspiration from his
article 'Innocents Abroad: An Alpine Season in the Thirties' which appeared in
the 97th volume of the Alpine Journal. *

It was in 1982 that two of us teamed up for what turned out to be a memo
rable summer season in the BernesEf Oberland. My companion was Alan
Winton, whom I had met in Scotland a few months previously while soloing
on Salisbury Crags. Alan was a first-year student at Edinburgh University,
aged only 17. He had never before travelled beyond Scotland, let alone
overseas. I was therefore the only one with Alpine experience and had all
the fun of planning the holiday; but Alan was extremely fit and enthusi
astic and so an ideal companion.

We travelled to Switzerland by rail, still the most romantic way to travel
to the Alps even in the 1980s. We each had two large rucksacks, one filled
with climbing gear and the other with camping gear, and these took up an
anti-social amount of space in the rather cramped six-man couchette. The
total cost of our two weeks' holiday was about £250 each.

We started by camping at Grindelwald. From the door of the tent we
had a fine view of the Wetterhorn, so this immediately became our first
objective. For the first two days we walked in the valley during bad
weather. I slowly realised that the poor weather at Grindelwald was very
local, so on the third day we went up to the Gleckstein hut. I remember
this as a very friendly hut. Outside there were several tame ibex and
some clown managed to tempt one of the creatures all the way into the
common-room by laying a trail of salt on the floor!

In the morning we woke up to a thick 'Scottish' mist. No other parties
left the hut but, as Alan had never been on a glacier, we decided to go at
least that far. We walked up "a moraine path for about an hour and gradu
ally the mist thinned and we started to glimpse the moon. It turned out to
be one of those magical days with just the highest peaks emerging from a
sea of cloud below. We had the entire mountain to ourselves. I remember
arriving on the summit completely unexpectedly, just as Alfred Wills did
on the first ascent. We descended back into cloud and it rained the whole
way down to Grindelwald.

* AJ97, 189-190, 1992/93



48. The Aletschhorn, 4195m, seen from the summit of the Gross Fiescherhorn, 4049m.
Summer 1982. (Rupert Hoare) (p196)

49. Ibex at the Gleckstein hut above Grindelwald in 1982. (RI/pert Hom'e) (p196)
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Two days later we caught the train to the Jungfraujoch and climbed the
ordinary route up the Jungfrau. On top we met an unhappy guide who
was cursing that his client was very slow. We paid for our late start by find
ing very soft snow on the glacier as we plodded across to the Monchsjoch
hut

The next day we climbed the Gross Fiescherhorn by the NW ridge. This
was quite a short day but a very enjoyable route up a beautiful snow arete.
After a day hut-bound in thick mist we then climbed the Monch by the NE
ridge, another very enjoyable snow ridge with extensive views down to
Grindelwald and the grassy hills beyond on our right-hand side. We
descended the S ridge and continued down the Aletsch glacier to the
Konkordia hut. Owing to the recession of the glaciers, the hut is reached
up a long series of near vertical ladders. I was intrigued to find a chair
there donated by the Eagle Ski Club.

The following morning we made a very early start, slipping quietly out
of the hut at 2am, and climbed the Hasler Rib on the Aletschhorn, return
ing by the same route. It wasn't necessary to have made quite such an
early start as we were back in the hut soon after midday! We plodded
back up the Aletsch glacier next day and took the train back to Grindelwald.

Our final fling was an ascent of the Schreckhorn by the SW ridge. The
six-hour walk from Grindelwald to the Schreckhorn hut must be one of
the finest hut walks in the Alps. We took it leisurely and enjoyed the flow
ery lower slopes of the mountain. The ridge provided a splendid rock
climb which 1thoroughly enjoyed once a chilly early morning wind had
died down. On the summit a balloon passed overhead at high speed with
not much altitude to spare!

Looking back after ten years, I think that this was rather a fine excursion
into the Swiss Alps. Having climbed five 4000m peaks and the Wetterhorn
in less than a fortnight, I returned home far too conceited. Luckily this
didn't last long: a few weeks later a friend and I set out to climb Bowfell
Buttress in the Lake District and we got so completely, utterly lost that we
couldn't even find the mountain!
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