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BEYOND THE SKI-LIFT 

R. T. SOUTHALL

Ski-ing, which was originally a means of travelling in the 
mountains in winter, has become for almost all English people a 
mechanical ascent, and a dashing descent of an icy piste. Round 
and round. Up and down. The roundabout. Collisions are 
narrowly avoided at the tricky corners. Bodies pile up in the 
polished gullies. Anything less like the solitude of the great hills 
is hard to imagine.

Of all the famous tourist areas the Parsenn is the most free 
from this criticism and perhaps it was after a holiday spent there 
that my wife and I first began to dream of touring; of crossing 
ranges and climbing peaks. For the Swiss and Austrians the ski- 
tour round about Easter time is the crown of the season's ski-ing. 
But it is not an impossibility for the British skier if he is prepared 
to be among the last arrivals at the huts each afternoon.

We had learnt to ski with rucksacks at such places as the Tigia 
Hut above Reams in the Oberhalbstein, an excellent centre for 
Spring excursions. Unlike most Swiss Alpine Club huts, meals 
are provided. Food for several days adds very considerably to the 
weight you must manage, and it was partly because we did not feel 
equal to this that we made our first tour in Austria where most 
of the huts are fully open, with catering, by the middle of March.

That was in 1953. We selected the Oetztal tour, one of the 
finest in Europe, though we could only give eight days to what 
really requires a fortnight if its glories are to be fully appreciated. 
We had to omit the more distant mountains such as the Weisskugel. 
True, neither my wife nor I were good skiers, but we knew we could 
manage after a fashion with packs on our backs, and when all else 
fails, there is always the kick-turn !

Leaving Obergurgl late because the bus driver had lost one. 
pair of skis, we were soon absorbed in a very different kind of 
roundabout. Some half a dozen parties, varying in numbers, were 
touring the area that week. Usually, but not always (for there is a 
choice of huts) the same people would start out with us on the 
frozen snow between 7.0 and 8.0 a.m. There would be a steep 
ascent, an hour or more up some joch, perhaps plodding along on 
skis, perhaps climbing in steep steps, our skis on the shoulder or 
under the rucksack flap. At the joch would come the halt for some 
food, with entrancing views over vast snowfields sweeping out and
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down, as often as not virgin of tracks. Then the experts would 
pack up their skins and swoop away one after another ..... to 
greet us a few hours later when, after not a few falls, we stumbled 
hungrily into the smoky stube of the next hut.

Just once, when we left the upper snowfields, for the narrower 
tracks through the valley towards the Neue Sammoarhiitte, we met 
a skier ascending. The weather was worsening rapidly and we were 
not surprised that when he saw the steep descent he would have to 
make, he turned round and overtook us again. The moral of this 
is that it is better to go round the Oetztal in a clockwise direction 
because this gives the steep and short ascents and the long and even 
runs down.

It is usual to climb the Wildspitze during the traverse to the 
Braunschweigerhiitte, but unfortunately we struck a wild stormy day 
with bad visibility. We did the traverse but left out the peak. The 
upper part of the Taschach Glacier is heavily crevassed and there 
are splendid icefalls. But in cloud, ski-ing is something of a prob 
lem. A compass can guide one from the Brochkogeljoch to the 
Mittelbergjoch, but it will not help much with crevasses. Fortunate 
ly the cloud lifted for the wonderful run down the Mittelberg Glacier. 
At the end of the tour the descent to the village of Solden over the 
steep Rettenbachjoch was something of an anti-climax. A violent 
thaw was in progress low down. Suddenly the skis would sink 
deep, and over we would go in damp, soft snow. It took as long 
as five minutes to get out, and when this was happening frequently, 
complete exhaustion was getting near. Both of us were thankful 
when the ski-ing on the holiday came to an end!

The second tour was in the middle of March, 1954. This time 
I was accompanied by Michael Ashcroft, and we went to the 
Silvretta. As this tour took us both to Swiss and Austrian huts 
we carried a certain amount of food. On this holiday I flew out to 
Zurich on a Tuesday, and back home again eight days later which 
gave me seven clear days of ski-ing. After buying some food in 
Klosters on the Wednesday morning, we spent the rest of the day 
making the long ascent to the Silvrettahutte. It was a heavy day 
with a fohn wind. The snow was soft and wet, and it took us ten 
hours to get there. Above the steep gulley on the winter route we 
found some tracks which we followed, thinking that they would bring 
us to the hut. In winter this is approached by a roundabout route 
from behind. It was getting dark when we realised that the tracks 
were continuing up the Silvretta Glacier. It was difficult to tell 
where the hut might lie because of the undulating ground. I had 
resigned myself to an enforced bivouac when, from a slight rise,
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we were just able to make out the distant outlines of a building 
about half a mile away. Ski-ing to it when we could not tell whether 
a slope went up or down took quite a time. We were more than 
thankful to squeeze in over the upper part of the door of the winter 
hut. It was dark, cold and deserted, and we were the first visitors 
there for some weeks. But soon we had the dim light burning, 
and the wood-burning stove alight. Snow was melting in the pans 
and we could look forward to a warm meal and a comfortable night.

The next day, after thick cloud had delayed our start, we climbed 
up the long Silvretta Glacier, to enter Austria at the Fuorcla de la 
Confin. From this pass there is an interesting run down to the 
Wiesbadnerhiitte. Because of violent storms we had two nights 
at this pleasant hut. However, we managed to climb Piz Buin in 
between, leaving our skis where the mountain rises steeply from the 
snowfield. On a good day I doubt whether the ascent is much 
more than a walk. On a windy day with driving snow, without a 
rope which we had not bothered to bring, the shallow gully giving 
access to the upper part of the mountain, with the holds full of snow, 
proved difficult, and possibly seemed more exposed than it really was.

By way of the Jamtalhiitte we came to the Heidelbergerhiitte. 
This is an Austrian Alpine Club Hut on Swiss territory. The upper 
part of the Fimbertal is in Switzerland, because the frontier does not 
follow the natural barrier. Our fifth day was to take us to Fetan 
in the Lower Engadine, over two high passes, the Fuorcla Daoo Diou 
and the Fuorcla Champatsch. It was a long day, and we realised 
at the end how remote the upper Fimbertal is from any Swiss habi 
tation. Through bad light and soft snow, the four thousand feet 
of descent to Fetan from the second pass was not all we expected, 
and even when close to the village, Michael took a final toss where 
manure had been freshly spread on the snow by a farmer. This is 
not one of the hazards to be found in ski-ing text books.

We had to get back to Klosters where certain things had been 
left. We caught a train up the valley to Zuov, and from there we 
climbed to the Es-chiahutte, wonderfully situated to the south-east 
of Piz Kesch. This comparatively modern, and well equipped hut 
we had to ourselves.

Our final day in the mountains was to be just the kind one wants 
to finish a holiday. We were up at 6.0 a.m. on a vivid clear morning, 
and left some ninety minutes later. Our plan was to climb Piz 
Kesch. We went up to the Porta d'Es-chia to gain the Porchabella 
Glacier. From the narrow col there was a splendid view of the 
Keschnadel and the higher Piz Kesch, rising from the glacier. We
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looked across at the north-east face of our mountain. We had no 
guide book nor any idea where the route might lie. Recent snow 
gave Piz Kesch a virgin look. We took off our skis where it got 
steep, and after roping up, struck out for the north-east ridge. A 
rock wall drove us out across the face. It was set at a sharp angle, 
but the thick snow held, and to look back at our tracks was most 
reassuring. Eventually it was necessary to strike straight up, and here 
where it was really steep, the ice axe was used to some purpose. 
We gained the ridge, and after a short scramble, rather to our sur 
prise, found ourselves on the tiny conical summit, where we spent 
fifteen minutes. Descending the steep section we found we had 
to face into the mountains in order to feel for our footholds. We 
were back at our skis four hours after leaving them. Piz Kesch is 
very much the highest peak for many miles around, and the view 
on a clear winter day was one of the finest in the Alps.

While we were putting on our skis we discussed whether we should 
ski down to Bergiin, or go across country to Davos Frauenkirch, 
some fourteen miles away. We decided on the latter, and set off 
for the distant Sertig Pass, which stands at the head of the long 
Kiihalptal. We skied down this valley until it was dark, and then 
we had to take off our skis and walk. It was nearly 8.0 p.m. when 
we walked tired but contented into the Hotel Post at our journey's 
end.

This year four of us set out to do La Haute Route from Verbier 
to Saas Fee, at the beginning of April. Peter Barnitt was living in 
Geneva and at the last moment advised against starting from 
Argentiere because of avalanche conditions. The same reason 
kept us clear of the Grand Combin. We left Verbier rather burdened 
with five days' food. Last year two Swiss friends of Peter's had 
spent three days in a snow hole near the Cabane des Vignettes. With 
solid fuel stoves we were prepared for the worst. All the continental 
parties we met during the tour had one or two guides with them. 
We put our faith in two slim volumes by Marcel Kurz published by 
the Swiss Alpine Club: "Guide du Skieur dans les Alpes Valaisannes". 
These we found absolutely indispensable.

I had ten days in Switzerland. The first I spent alone at 
Verbier in order to Umber up. Unfortunately it rained all day. 
I was joined by the others next day, it was Good Friday, and we 
went as far as the Cabane du Mont Fort. The first part of the climb 
was delightfully easy. A chair lift takes one up for about two 
thousand feet from Verbier. It is then about ninety minutes to the 
hut. In a way this is a bad thing as it suffers from intense overcrow 
ding.
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La Haute Route has a way of presenting one with long, hard 
days without any easy alternative. The maxim is " take it, or 
leave it." Such was the next day which was to take us to the Cabane 
du Val des Dix. Kurz gave the time as eight hours with over five 
thousand feet of ascent. We took eleven. Conditions were not 
good. A form wind blew, and for much of the day we were in 
thick cloud. Stan Paterson and I both found the day long and 
tiring, and our slow pace at the end of the day accounted for at 
least one of those extra hours. We left the Cabane du Mont Fort 
at 5.30 a.m. Our first climb was to the Col della Chaux. From it 
we descended a few hundred feet, and then began a long climb 
which was to bring us to the summit of the Rosa Blanche by way 
of the Col de Momin. We were able to ski to within a few feet of 
the summit of the mountain. On top visibility was almost nil. We 
knew we had to traverse the peak, and then force a way down to the 
Glacier de Mourti. In the mist the ridge seemed extremely steep, 
and the way off it even steeper. We reached more level snow, and 
put on our skis. Slowly we traversed backwards and forwards as 
we lost height, doing our best to keep one another in sight. It was a 
great relief when we ran out beneath the cloud, and saw the Val 
de Dix in front of us, and knew we had kept to our route.

There was a long traverse to the upper end of the Dixence 
reservoir, where we had a meal before starting on the hardest part 
of the day, the ascent of the Cabane du Val des Dix. There is a 
nasty gorge at the beginning of the climb with avalanche slopes on 
each side. Later all of us were looking forward to seeing the hut, 
so our enjoyment was somewhat spoilt when we saw it perched some 
two hundred feet above the glacier.

We decided to make Easter Sunday a rest day. Peter Barnitt 
and Richard Brooke climbed Mont Blanc de Seilon. I was content 
with the "local" peak, La Luette, which gives a fine run down. The 
weather was good for these two expeditions, but next day it was 
bad, with mist and wind. We should have gone over the Pigne 
d'Arolla to the Cabane des Vignettes, but instead we had to use 
the Pas des Chevres to go down to Arolla. If the weather had been 
better early the next morning we could still have gone to Zermatt 
by the Col de Mont Brflle and the Col de Valpelline. But it was 
worse, and we set off to Sion in a jeep! However, by the time we 
reached Zermatt, it was a cold but brilliant afternoon. Stan 
Paterson stayed behind in Zermatt, but the three of us just managed 
to catch the Blauherd chair lift before it stopped for the day. This 
enabled us to reach Z'Fluh Inn with the last light of the day. La 
Haute Route having been somewhat torn apart, we had decided to
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spend three nights at the Britanniahikte. To get there from the 
Z'Fluh Inn we went over the Adlerpass between the Rimpfischhorn 
and Strahlhorn. There had been no recent traffic over the pass 
with the result that the bergschund was well covered, and gave no 
trouble. We were glad to put on crampons about two hundred 
feet below the summit. From the windy pass the Strahlhorn was 
easily climbed. We had been full of hopeful anticipation about the 
long run down the Allalin Glacier, but windslab and ice turned it 
into a purgatory.

Ice and cold winds with temperatures down to minus twenty 
degrees centigrade made our time at the Britanniahutte less of a 
pleasure that it should have been. Our best day took us right round 
the AUalinhorn by way of the Alphubeljoch and the Allalinpass, an 
interesting trip with steep traverses, made in an extraordinary mixture 
of alpine weathers.

Finally Peter Barnitt and I ran down to Saas Fee to finish the 
holiday, leaving Richard Brooke to go back to Zermatt to rejoin 
Stan Paterson. The Fee Glacier was hard ice. It was steep, and I 
found ski-ing difficult. As I said to Peter at the bridge on the out 
skirts of the village, next time I ski I must go back to ski school, and 
learn to ski on a piste again!

Weather in winter, as in the summer, is what can make or break 
a holiday. Its effect on snow make it even more critical. Thus 
on the La Haute Route, the only good snow was on Easter Sunday. 
I feel that for real enjoyment Austria takes pride of place over 
Switzerland because packs can be so much lighter. Heights and 
distances are less, and this is a strong point when one goes out far 
from feeling fit at the end of an English winter. No crampons 
were taken on the first two tours, and there was no need for them. 
For the higher Swiss tour they were essential. A rope was carried 
on all tours, two on the last. One ice axe was taken on the first 
two tours, and two on the third. For ski-ing, a frameless, tight- 
fitting rucksack is required. Ideally one should have the continental 
type made with slotted pockets to take the skis in an upright position 
when ascending a carrying slope. There are other things to carry 
such as a false ski-tip, and repairing tools. One's skis must be 
cared for like one's own life!

But Austria or Switzerland, touring in the Alps in the winter 
has something to offer which cannot be found in the summer. The 
mountains are more savage and remote, and the skier alone has the 
means of penetrating this great solitude.
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High Level Route. Afternoon at the Cabane du Val des Dix, looking towards La Luette.
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