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THE ALPINE MEET, 1958
C. B. MACHINE and R. W. WILLMER

A century old farm building, situated in a remote spot above the 
Sarca Torrent near San Antonio di Mavignola in the Brenta Dolomites 
was rented for three weeks, and twenty-eight of the forty members 
and friends who attended the meet made the chalet their home, and 
used it as a base. Whilst some brought safari beds and lilos, the 
majority slept happily on piles of hay.

The catering was done by my wife and myself, with the help of 
other members and the assistance of an English-Italian dictionary. 
The latter was most necessary, for a party going to the shop, which 
was three miles away, found on arrival there that they had not the 
slightest clue to the Italian for eggs. The younger member of the party 
was able to imitate the noise that a hen makes that has achieved her 
duty, much to the amusement of the staff and shoppers, but it worked 
and the eggs were produced.

A local housewife experienced in cooking came in every evening 
to cook the main meal ; members helped themselves from the larder 
for their other meals. The total cost, which included the rent of the 
chalet, hire of the calor gas outfit, wages of the cook and the purchase 
of all food, came out at nine shillings each per day.

There was a good deal of forest round the chalet and wild life 
abounded, including bears which are said to roam about. None of 
these creatures were seen by the party, however ; the only animal to 
enter the chalet being a local cat that took a fancy to us and made its 
bed on a member's pile of hay.

The weather during the whole of the meet was superb, and it was 
a delight to sit outside to meals laid on the trestle table under the 
shade of the cherry trees. The local people were exceptionally friendly 
and kind, and one evening Jack Caola, the landlord's son, came over 
with half a dozen friends with guitars and accordions and gave a 
splendid concert with songs about the local mountains, including a 
grand one about the Campanile Basso. The President, wishing he 
could speak Italian, thanked the " concert party " and congratulated 
them. The cook's children, Virginia and Pietro, would bring in daily 
dishes of alpine strawberries and some fungi, and Mrs. Maffei, the 
cook, would fry the latter in butter. Pa Caola looked in daily for a 
chat; it improved his English, he said.

The party was very active and many strenuous expeditions were 
made, one of the grandest of routes being the ascent of Val Brenta, at 
first through the pine woods with views across the tree-tops of four
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thousand foot limestone walls and higher still the small glaciers and 
summit peaks of the Brenta Dolomites (3,173 m.). The rendezvous 
in this case was the Brentei Hut where the President and his wife were 
met, having made their way there from Madonna di Campiglio. This 
hut is in the care of that great guide and mountaineer Bruno Detassis 
and his wife Nella, a ski instructor. As Nella had studied English at 
London University they were in capable company for advice, which 
was freely given. Catulo, Bruno's brother, was engaged for climbing 
by some of the party on the Casteletto Inferiore. Other parties 
climbed the Campanile Alto, Cima Brenta and Cima Tosa. One 
party climbed that impressive needle, the Campanile Basso, by the 
Preuss route (Grade 5) whilst another group did the Paulke route 
(Grade 3) on the Campanile Alto. All members from the chalet 
made the remarkable airy traverse of the Senterio Otto Gottstein 
leading into the heart of the Brenta Dolomites, where fantastic rock 
scenery is to be seen on the way. It is the kind of promenade that 
Baedeker would say was only for tourists with " perfectly steady 
heads." Parties also traversed over the small glaciers and snowfields 
leading from the Bocca di Brenta to the Rifugio 12 Apostoli and down 
to the beautiful Val d'Agola with its small lake, and so back to the 
chalet.

To the west of the chalet the valleys lead to the glaciers and snows 
of the Adamello Presanella Alps. Val Geneva, the finest of the valleys, 
eight thousand feet deep and ten miles long, with many majestic 
waterfalls, was traversed by most of the party, some making for the 
Rifugio Mandrone to climb the Adamello (3,554 m.). Parties from 
the chalet also went further afield to traverse the Cevedale (3,778 m.) 
in the Ortler group and to climb the Zsigmondy Chimney on the 
Grosse Zinne (Cima Piccola) near Cortina.

Finally the chalet party disappeared one fine morning at 5 a.m. 
for a complete change of scenery. They met the President and his 
wife on a coach trip through the limestone gorges of Val Sugana to 
Venice. As well as sightseeing and gondola trips they accomplished 
one ascent, by lift, that of the campanile of S. Marco.

C. B. M.

Three of us arrived in Madonna di Campiglio on the Sunday 
morning. We knew that Cyril Machin was at a chalet somewhere in 
the valley below us, and further inspection of the map and some 
tentative enquiries suggested that " plaza " was an area rather than a 
place, so we sat down outside the nearest restaurant and ordered a

60



71. 0553

C
im

a
 T

o
sa

 f
ro

m
 C

im
a

 B
re

n
ta

P
. 

W
il

d



72. 0554

P
resa

n
ella

 G
roup fro

m
 

V
a
l N

a
rd

is
P

. W
ild



73. 0555

drink. Sure enough before long Lawrence Middleton appeared and 
soon not only did we know where to find Cyril but were also com 
mitted to go to the Tuckett Hut that evening. At the chalet we joined 
Tony Goode and Cecily Houseman and at the Tuckett Hut found 
Henry Osmaston. Henry had climbed the Casteletto Inferiore with a 
guide the previous day, but as a study of the book showed no other 
suitable course for us he very nobly offered to repeat the climb. We 
ascended by various routes ; for most of us it was our first Dolomite 
peak and we were duly impressed by the steepness of the rock and the 
magnificence of the very necessary holds. The descent puzzled us and 
soon four pairs of climbers were spreadeagled over the wall, but 
Henry suddenly disappeared over a little col and took us round the 
back of the mountain, avoiding all our problems. He certainly did 
not have to climb the same route twice.

We then moved on in the evening to the Brentei Hut by a 
delightful traversing track where Mrs. Detassis made us most warmly 
welcome. Here Peter Fairhurst and Donald Wooller joined us. The 
Brentei Hut is most comfortable, beautifully and impressively situated 
opposite the Crezza di Brenta. Mrs. Detassis is a wonderful cook ; 
she speaks good English and was most helpful to us in translating 
Bruno Detassis' instructions on the routes.

The height of our ambition was to climb the Campanile Basso, 
the " Needle " of Cyril Machin's article in the 1958 Journal. We 
therefore planned to climb the Paulke Route on the Campanile Alto 
which would give us a good view of the senior climb. The walk to the 
foot of the climb along the Senterio di Boccetti, a narrow track 
about halfway up the face of the cliffs, must be unique in the Alps. 
Unfortunately the mist came up and we could not see our route, but 
after shivering at the foot for perhaps half an hour until a short 
clearance gave us the view we needed, we were off.

The Campanile Alto has a clean and apparently perpendicular 
face to the Brenta valley falling about 3,000 feet from the summit to 
the screes, and is cut by horizontal ledges into 15 foot walls. The start 
of the Paulke Route is already about 1,000 feet above the screes and 
as it leads initially up a gully on the right of the face, is unexposed. 
After five pitches in the gully, however, one emerges dramatically on 
to the face at the start of one of the large traversing ledges. The 
swirling mist kept us from the full exposure ; Bruno Detassis at the 
Brentei Hut had warned us to " be careful of the traverses " so we 
treated the ledge with great respect and were relieved to find it easy. 
It was quite different when we started up from the end of the ledge, 
however, and the next three pitches were long and steep. The
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climbing was straightforward stand up on the ledge, reach as high 
as possible over one's head for a " jug," heave-grab-heave and one 
is on the next ledge higher up. This then repeats indefinitely.

After some three hundred feet of this the angle eased and good 
scrambling led to the summit. Bruno Detassis had very kindly given 
us clear instructions on the route down ; there were cairns but the 
route was so steep and broken that we might have had difficulty had 
we not known where to look. We were back in the hut in good time 
for supper and we all felt that this route had given us an admirable 
introduction to the Brentei area.

The next day Peter Fairhurst led a party of four of us up the 
Campanile Basso. Again the start was on the ridge about 1,000 feet 
above the valley. The complicated route spirals around the eight 
hundred foot tower ; the tower is vertical and square cut, yet only 
two pitches are harder than difficult standard. One descends by ten 
abseils, the first one being quite free, and I was very glad that Lawrence 
Middleton was below me on the stance ready to pull me in. There 
was no difficulty in finding the route down ; huge abseil rings marked 
the way.

We then had to draw ourselves away from the Brentei as we 
were due to meet up the next evening with Johann Demetz in the 
Sella Group. Cecily Houseman, Olwen James and I set off and duly 
reached the Sellajoch which was climbed in the cool of the evening 
with all windows open and the heater full on to prevent the radiator 
boiling. The next day we slept as it rained all day. Here the rest of the 
party, Barbara Mclauchlan, Richard Southall, Harold Chattan, 
Donald and Brenda Wooller, Peter Fairhurst and Jean Carter, joined 
us ; the meet was assembled.

We were initiated with the First and Second Sella Towers ; 
pleasant climbing on good rock. There is a good track from the 
second tower and we were back at the Sella for lunch. Here we were 
pleased to meet Bill Bane, his wife, his son and his sister, and Bill 
agreed to join us on the Funffingerspitze.

Albert Demetz met us on the col between the Funffingerspitze 
and the Langkofel. On this col the Demetz family had built a small 
hut in memory of Johann's son Toni. Immediately behind this hut a 
steep waU led us up in four pitches, each about eighty feet, and much 
harder than the climbing of the previous day, but the angle soon 
eased and we were soon on the ordinary route. To my surprise 
Albert brought us down the same way, and the full complexities of a
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large party with plenty of rope were seen, 
lunch.

We were a little late for

The next day we climbed the Jahn Route on the Third Sella 
Tower. This was straightforward and good fun with a most spectacu 
lar traverse. The route off, though cairned, was complex and could 
have been confusing without a guide.

We found the Adang Kamin harder. I was very glad of a tight 
rope from above on the last pitch as it started to rain, and also the 
rock seemed not quite as good and a little more slippery than on our 
previous routes. The descent is made by a good track clearly marked 
with red paint and provided where necessary with handrails. We were 
wet through but warm, and in the Dolomites this is nothing to worry 
about.

The last day was rather an anticlimax as many of the party had 
departed for the culture of Venice on the way home. It was misty, 
and Johann led us at a cracking pace up the Grohmannspitze.

We had only one regret; we had planned to traverse the Vajolet 
Towers in the steps of the previous M.A.M. meet but could not fit it 
in. However, there are other years, and we shall come back.

R. W. W.
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