
LES SWINDIN

Turning Back the Clock

I n early March 2001 I received a telephone call from the Club asking if I
might be interested in an expenses-paid trip to the Bernese Oberland to

do some climbing. You don't get offers like that everyday, so I immediately
expressed my interest. It transpired that Dale Bechtel, the Travel Editor of
Swissinfo, the internet arm of Swiss Radio International, had approached
the Club asking them if they could find three mountaineers willing to take
part in the re-enactment of a Victorian alpine expedition. The expedition
was to be video-recorded and broadcast on the internet via the Swissinfo
web page (swissinfo.com). Apparently this would be the first time anything
of this type had been attempted on the internet.

The idea came when Dale was holidaying in Riederalp in January 2001.
He struck up conversation with Bernard Stocki, the Director of Tourism
for the resort and a mountain guide. They decided that to celebrate four
centuries of mountaineering for pleasure (they argued that it started in the
18th and now we were in the 21st), a special event should be planned.
Both men have more than a passing interest in tourism so they concluded
that the event should involve the British, since the British played such an
important role in the development of tourism in Switzerland. They also
decided that any event should take place in the Bernese Oberland, where
British climbers have been involved in so many first ascents.

Towards the end of August the team assembled in Brigerbad, myself,
Philip Martineau and Alison Henry. Here we also met our guides for the
first time. The senior guide was Johann Kaufrnann, the guardian of the
Gleckstein Hut. He was supported by Andreas Abegglen and Lorenz
Frutiger, both aspirant guides from Grindelwald, the latter to play the part
of porter. We six were to spend the next ten days dressed in period costume.
Logistics eventually dictated that the video editor should operate from a
valley base, which left Dale, the reporter, and Martin Schilt, the video
cameraman, to be guided by Markus Iff, another Grindelwald aspirant
guide, and Bernard Stocki.

Our party of ten travelled by train to Morel, as the Victorians would have
done, and disgorged there to start walking to the Villa Cassel. Most people
these days would use the lift to Riederalp but in Victorian times the nearest
thing to a lift was a mule. We acted the part by having a couple of these
beasts to carry our rucksacks. This was very fortunate since the rucksacks
we were using were old-fashioned and extremely uncomfortable by modern
standards. Our discomfort was not entirely alleviated, as we had to endure
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the hot sun beating down on us for the whole of the 1300m climb. The
ascent wasn't all grind though. At Riederalp a reception had been laid on
for us at the little Alpine Museum where we were able to indulge ourselves
with food and drink.. We soon became used to this treatment. Once we'd
arrived at the villa we had another reception, this time following a press
conference. The villa, a splendid building overlooking the snout of the
Aletsch glacier, was where we would spend our first 'hut' night. Philip and
I shared what we were told was the room used by Winston Churchill on his
visits there. Did you know that he climbed the Wetterhorn?

An early start next morning, with the light of a glacier lantern to illum
inate the path, saw us on our way to the Konkordia Hut, and what a long
way it was! We had a 9km walk before we could set foot on the Aletsch
glacier just below the Eggishorn. It was here that I was about to learn
something of what it is like to climb with a guide. This wasn't by any
means the first time that I had ascended this glacier but it was certainly the
first time that I had done so roped up and wearing crampons as the guides
commanded. I certainly don't think that the Victorians would have done
the former, especially on a dry glacier like the Aletsch, and they eschewed
the use of crampons anyway, relying on their nailed boots and step cutting
where necessary. We cheated in several other ways. First, at the insistence
of the guides and partly through practicality, we used modern leather boots,
and in addition to this, modern harnesses. Philip and I were able to hide
these from the view of the camera by wearing them under our Norfolk
jackets, whilst Alison slipped hers on under her skirt. Alison, who was
inspired by and even modelled herself on Lucy Walker, wore her splendid
self-made tweed skirt for most of the trip, only reverting to breeches on rare
occasions. Apart from the clothes we wore, which we found quite adequate
in the conditions we encountered, our only concession to imitating our
predecessors was the use of unwieldy ice axes, which were the genuine
article borrowed from the treasures of the Alpine Club. One feature of our
walk to the hut that was of particular interest to me, from a guidebook
writer's perspective, was to experience at first hand the new route that has
been developed to reach the hut from the south.

Drinks and Kuchen at the hut were on Ron. This was a running joke
amongst the party for the whole of our journey. Ron was the travel section
manager at Swissinfo and it was his budget that was fmancing all this. It
was he, in a semi-inebriated state at Villa Cassel after the press conference,
who told me that if Dale should question any requests we had for drink
and so on, we should just tell him that 'Ron says it's all right'. This cry was
to be heard frequently.

The flight of steps at the Konkordia Hut that these days lead the hundred
metres or so to the glacier would have amazed the climbers of the nineteenth
century whom we were emulating. They would have been even more
amazed at the LED head-lamps that some of us used to illuminate our way
towards the Jungfrau. Alison, who was not acclimatised, found the ascent
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of the Jungfraufirn exhausting, so opted out and went direct to the
Monchjoch hut whilst the rest of the party followed the ordinary route to
the summit. On the initial rock buttress we began to learn how unwieldly
our axes were. This far we'd merely used them as very effective walking
sticks but now we were faced with handling the things whilst using both
hands for climbing. There were no wrist straps so they couldn't be left to
dangle from the wrist and when I tried stuffing mine behind the rucksack's
shoulder strap the long, protruding shaft seemed to catch repeatedly on the
rocks forming the side of the diedre I was climbing. The problem was not
resolved.

At the Rotalsattel, Dale, who isn't a mountaineer but who had done a lot
of training to get himself fit for the expedition, was last to arrive. His
comment to me, after he'd recovered his breath, was 'What do you guys
see in this?' In those surroundings, how do you answer that? For the rest
of the climb the guides advised wearing helmets because of the danger of
stonefall induced by careless climbers on the summit rocks. Sure enough,
as we crossed the steep slope to the rocks beyond, a volley of stones fell.
There is no mention of such dangers in the Conway's guidebook that we
carried with us. Hardly surprising, since in the days when his book was
written you would be unlucky if you found another party on the mountain.

A further blot on the modern mountain landscape, certainly on the
Jungfrau and becoming more and more common on other popular routes,
are the large metal posts, over a metre long and about 8cm in diameter, that
have been placed for belaying and abseiling. It is the guides who are
responsible for this, but however much the practice is disliked, it is easy to
see their point. The routes are crowded and as a result of this accidents are
more likely to happen, something that in these litigious times guides cannot
afford to be involved in for their reputation as well as their pocket.
Nevertheless the line of these poles all the way to the summit is a bit
distressing to say the least.

On the summit Andreas planted the 'fir tree' he'd been carrying since the
first day to celebrate the first and second ascents of the peak whilst we
'clients' were interviewed and asked to explain this peculiar action. The
interviews were becoming quite routine to us after only three days and we
were by now quite capable of providing a snappy answer to questions that
really deserved more. Inevitably some of our comments were included in
Dale's daily bulletin, which was posted on the web each evening along
with video footage of proceedings as up to date as was possible considering
the practicality of getting tapes from mountain to studio. One problem with
all the interviews was that short answers were expected, a pithy phrase that
Dale might use in his bulletin that evening. We lost count of the number of
times we were asked to explain why we chose to climb. It was tempting to
use Mallory's famous phrase but we always refrained and offered some
other glib response rather than attempting the sort of discourse the question
warrants.
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This was my third visit to the summit of the Jungfrau and the second by
this route (the first was on skis) and I thoroughly enjoyed it despite being
guided. If it had been my first ascent I think that I would have been greatly
frustrated by the guide. As it was, I was quite blase about it, although I
would have preferred to climb a bit faster than we actually did. On the
descent Andreas, now in the rear, would keep exclaiming 'slower Les,
slower'. We progressed to the M6nchjoch after taking refreshment at the
Jungfraujoch, where we were much photographed in our strange apparel.
It was here that the guides and porter picked up supplies for the following
night.

The weather was superb and our ascent of the M6nch the next morning
went very smootWy. This was what Alison described as her first real 4000
metre peak - she'd done the Allalinhorn a week earlier with Dale and an
80-year-old guide, via the metro to Mittelallalin, but discounted this - but
she hadn't yet climbed in a skirt. This mountain is another of those that has
been planted with stakes anywhere that there is any difficulty whatsoever.
The last part of the route up the South-East Ridge is along a shallow-angled,
corniced ridge. There was a good track in the snow on the south side with
views to the valley on the north side through the axe-made holes in the
cornice. With a modern, short axe it is a simple matter to plunge the shaft
into the slope at the side - and create more holes in the cornice - but with
a shaft four feet long this is not possible. I overcame the problem, and so
maintained balance, by holding the head of the axe in one hand and the
shaft in the other so that I could push the spike of the axe into the slope.
Effective, but it's not so easy to control the rope at the same time!

In the afternoon, after taking nourishment at the M6nchjoch, we set off
on the part of the trip that excited me most. The plan was to spend the
night at the Bergli Hut and then move on to the Schreckhorn Hut via the
Jungfraujoch and Eismeer station, visiting the Eiger cave en route. This
would be all new ground for me with the visit to the Bergli Hut especially
appealing. From the Ewigschneefa.ld the route crosses the Unterm6nchjoch.
This was guarded by a small bergschrund, which would be very straight
forward with a modern axe but proved less so with the cumbersome tools
we were carrying. I solved the problem by using the pick as an ice dagger
and pulled up on this. Alison, now wearing her skirt, had a little more
difficulty. Ankle-length skirts and crampons don't go too well together,
although the problems that this can pose were alleviated by her hoisting
the hem a few inches by cunningly concealed cords fitted for the purpose.

The Bergli Hut dates back many years. In the time before the Jungfraujoch
railway existed it served climbers who were intent on climbing the M6nch
or Jungfrau from Grindelwald. Unfortunately the approach to the hut from
this direction, even from the Eismeer station, is no longer feasible. The
coming of the railway significantly decreased the strategic importance of
the hut and so it remains one of the few huts in the Swiss Alps that has not
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been 'improved'. It remains today in much the same condition that it was
in the early twentieth century, although visitors no longer have to sleep on
straw. These days it receives twenty or thirty visitors each year, according
to the hut register. The views from it are stunning, particularly across to
the 'hidden', south side of the Eiger.

Our stay at the hut was disturbed by overnight storms and the onset of
poor weather which caused a change to our planned itinerary. We retreated
from the hut to the Belvedere Hotel at Kleine Scheidegg which is as good a
place as any to be in poor weather and the food beats that served in most
huts. Instead of the long trek from the Schreckhorn Hut to the Lauteraar
Hut that was planned for us we took the train to Grindelwald and, after
taking a look at Chalet Montana, Coolidge's retirement home, had a long
wet walk to the Faulhorn Hotel. This was one of the first hotels to be built
in the region and is still preserved almost in its original state. The poor
weather continued until, following a visit to the Gleckstein Hut and now
once more in sunshine, the party plus guests assembled in the churchyard
in Grindelwald for a short service of commemoration for all the climbers
who had died in the mountains.

The setting was unsurpassable as we sat on the lawn listening to the
speakers. The backdrop was the Fiescherwand, framed by the cliffs of the
Mtittenberg and H6rnli, plastered with fresh snow and illuminated by the
late afternoon sun. Prior to the service we had spent some time wandering
round the cemetery, in particular looking for the graves of Coolidge and
Almer. What was brought into sharp focus, bearing in mind the roles we
were playing, were the deaths that had occurred because of the lack of
safety techniques in the early days of mountaineering. We came across the
headstone of the Rev J Elliot who died on the Schreckhorn having unroped
so that he wouldn't pull his companions off should he fall. The feature
from which he fell bears his name today on the route he was climbing.

Our expedition was now drawing to a close. We returned that evening to
Kleine Scheidegg from where we'd planned to climb the Eiger. Fresh snow
on the west flank dictated otherwise so instead we climbed the newly
restored via ferrata which leads, up the north side, to the summit of the
Rotstock which is a minor summit towards the bottom of the west ridge of
the Eiger. The via ferrata dates from the time of the opening of the
Eigergletscher station. There are still signs of the original route, such as
steps hewn in the rock, wooden wedges where old railings were fitted and
even one old ladder.

All that remained was an interview conducted live over the telephone
with BBCi, who had also been broadcasting reports of the event. After this
we were royally treated in Interlaken with a horse-drawn carriage ride from
the station to the Victoria-Jungfrau Grand Hotel, where we where greeted
by a couple playing alpenhorns as we drew up in the forecourt. Then
followed a champagne reception and a tasty celebration lunch.
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