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AN ATTEMPT ON THE EDDINGTONRYGGEN
A. C. MARRIOTT

In the middle of the Arctic Ocean, half way between the North 
Cape and the Pole, lie the storm-swept islands of Spitsbergen ; 
islands whose mountains rise sheer from the sea, unclimbed, un 
named, utterly remote. Inland are great sprawling hills, ice-capped 
and desolate ; there are towering pinnacles of rock and ice, jagged 
aretes and unclimbable cliffs. High barren plateaux lie exposed to 
blizzards of incredible violence and enormous glaciers thread their 
way through deep valleys to the fiords and the sea. It is the country 
for the hunter and the mountaineer, the home of the reindeer and 
the Arctic bear.

During the summer the sun never leaves the sky. At sea level 
numerous varieties of wild flowers force their way through the 
frozen tundra and the islands become a breeding ground for many 
species of Arctic birds. But as winter approaches and the ice-pack 
moves southwards, life is strangled, silence reigns and darkness 
covers the land.

According to the historians, the islands were first visited in the 
12th Century by the Norsemen who called them Svalbard, " The 
Islands of Cold Coasts," Little more has been recorded until Willem 
Barents, a famous Dutch explorer, sailed up there in 1596 in an 
attempt to find a new way to China along the Northern coasts of 
Siberia. It was he who first used the name Spitsbergen, " The Land 
of Pointed Peaks." Subsequently he gave his name to one of these 
islands by suffering shipwreck off its coast and dying with his crew 
while trying to winter it out. Since then other famous names have 
been added to the visitors' list : Nansen, Amundsen, Conway, Gino 
Watkins and many more. Even Nelson, as a midshipman, is reputed 
to have taken part in some obscure naval battle off its coasts.

At one time it was the centre of the whaling industry, but 
unrestricted slaughter of these animals did its worst and sent the 
industry to the other end of the world, leaving the islands again 
despised and rejected of men. At the beginning of this century 
an American named John Longyear discovered rich coal seams in the 
mountain sides, proof that at one time in the earth's history the 
islands enjoyed a temperate if not a tropical climate, and once again 
the fame of Spitsbergen struck the public eye. To-day, although it is 
part of the kingdom of Norway, the Iron Curtain extends across the 
Arctic Seas to the hidden valleys of Svalbard where Russian miners 
work, eat caviare and drink large quantities of vodka.

29



36. 0518

A mountaineering journal, however, is not the place to describe 
a binge, no matter how remarkable the circumstances, or how 
remote the setting. For the nonce, therefore, I will adhere to the club 
rules and concentrate my energy in describing an incident more in 
keeping with the interests of a mountaineering club.

I suppose everybody has had experiences they would not have 
missed for all the world, but have no inclination to repeat. For 
many weeks I helped to haul a heavy sledge (mostly through thick 
fog) across a featureless ice cap. Occasionally, when the fog lifted, 
distant mountains sang to me like the syrens of Greek Mythology, 
but like Odysseus of old I had to drive my ship past them. It must 
also be remembered that we had spent a whole week travelling up 
the west coast of Norway, gazing upon some of the finest mountains 
in Europe without being able to climb any of them. As George said, 
" We became as desperate as alcoholics in a temperance hotel."

The time eventually came when he and I felt we had done our 
share towards the advancement of science and decided to stage a 
walk-out strike. Fifteen miles North-East of Camp 7, " Ice-Cap 
Depot," was a range of mountains no self-respecting climber could 
ignore. We had seen them a fortnight earlier from the top of Newton 
and were duly impressed by their fine Alpine ridges, their gaunt 
crags and tapering peaks. There were mountains that looked like 
slices of Christmas cake with rich coatings of icing and marzipan 
overflowing the edges and trickling down the sides. Mother Nature 
certainly went to town when she created the Stubendorf!

Without seeking the approval of our scientific friends we bade 
them farewell and, having loaded our sledge with eight days' rations, 
set off up the great glacier of the Kvitbreen. After a long and strenuous 
pull we descended into a nameless valley and pitched our tent amidst 
a maze of half-hidden crevasses at the foot of a nameless mountain. 
The mountain, however, threw out a rocky spur to the south which 
strangely enough had a name. It was called the Eddingtonryggen and 
had obviously been put there just for us to climb.

It seems a bit idiotic to me to talk about night and day in the 
Arctic, but during the hours one normally reserves for sleep a strong 
wind blew up and howled down the valley like a banshee. It presently 
increased to a gale and from a gale to a blizzard. All we could do for 
the next 72 hours or so was to lie in our sleeping bags waiting for it to 
blow itself out ; except, of course, for the occasion when we had to 
stagger out and turn the tent round. This was made necessary by the 
wind changing its direction during the first morning and making life 
decidedly unpleasant.
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We were using a Mummery tent at the time. Now, I have always 
had the greatest respect for Mummery as a mountaineer, but as a 
designer of tents he definitely failed to make the grade. Although we 
fastened up the door as best we could a fine powder snow kept 
blowing in and piling up at our feet. It also approached the impossible 
to knock any sense into the primus stove. Nevertheless, it took all the 
sales-talk at my command to get George to share my view that the 
sooner we turned the tent round the better it would be for all con 
cerned. His argument was, that although he was already very cold, 
to stagger out into the blizzard, even for a short period, would make 
him even colder. I replied that if these conditions continued (and 
there appeared to be every prospect that they would) he would have 
quite a long time in which to get warm again. I won in the end, but 
for the next twenty minutes I fervently wished I hadn't. We both 
agreed, though, that we were much happier when we had finished 
and were able to crawl back into our sleeping bags.

Seventy-two hours is quite a long time to kill cooped up in a tent. 
Talking was extremely difficult owing to the noise of the wind. 
Cooking, eating and sleeping were the pleasantest forms of amuse 
ment. Other times we would read, play cards (patience mostly) and 
try to bring our journals up to date, while the fragrant scent of 
tobacco smoke would mingle with the cruder smells of paraffin and 
pemmican hooch. George never really appreciated the former, but 
some people are hard to please.

But how the time dragged, and all the while the finest ridge one 
could ever wish to climb was less than 200 yards from the tent ! 
The greatest calamity of all, though, was the discovery that we had 
raced through eight days' tea ration in three days and were now 
condemned to the task of ponching old coffee grounds until we 

. reached a food dump on Uranus twenty odd miles away. Now 
twenty odd miles can be quite a distance with a heavy sledge  
especially when most of it is uphill.

Another snag, one we experienced all the time we were in 
Spitsbergen, was condensation. The moisture from our breathing 
would settle on the roof of the tent and freeze into a solid sheet. This 
was all very nice and comfortable until we started cooking, when the 
heat from the stove would cause a constant drip as the ice slowly 
thawed out. I suppose the only answer to this problem is an adequate 
ventilation system, but in the Arctic the remedy is even worse than the 
ailment.

All things come to an end eventually and on the fourth morning
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we awoke to find the wind had dropped, the sun shining strongly 
and the mountains standing out clearly against a cloudless sky. An 
hour later we were putting on the rope outside the tent and began 
threading our way past the crevasses towards the Eddingtonryggen.

The ridge was like a Bach fugue ; simple and straightforward at 
first, but as the theme developed so the interest grew and the anticipa 
tion of delicate arpeggios balanced dizzily above became a joyful 
reality as we gained height. A liberal sprinkling of powdery snow was 
not conducive to speed and we picked our way carefully seeking the 
line of least resistance all the time.

While making a traverse along one of the supporting walls of 
the ridge to avoid a gendarme we came upon a tiny cluster of Alpine 
buttercups nestling beneath some overhanging rocks. We were as 
high as the Nevis Plateau and little more than 600 miles from the Pole. 
How these plants managed to grow in this wilderness of snow, ice and 
bare rock just beats me. What great winds must have carried the 
seeds across the ice-cap to drop them in this tiny garden so far from 
their kind ? The more one thinks about it the more incredible it seems.

The traverse led to a gallery and the gallery to a flying buttress 
of hard snow. At the top of this were two evil looking forty foot 
chimneys rising parallel just below the ridge. As a choice of routes 
there seemed little in it. I was leading and chose the left-hand one, 
but before I reached the top the rope ran out. My position at the time 
was somewhat precarious, but after fixing a most inadequate belay, I 
managed to uncoil sufficient rope from round my shoulder to enable 
me to finish the pitch. It was quite a delicate operation, for I had to 
remove my rucksack first and, as footholds were non-existent, much 
pressure of back and foot was necessary to maintain contact with 
the mountain, the rope and forementioned rucksack being sandwiched 
between my back and the supporting wall of the chimney. By the 
time I had finished I had forgotten about the belay which was rather 
like an inverted hat peg. Consequently I was nearly jerked off the 
mountain as I endeavoured to move up.

For the next half hour easier climbing led to the base of a tower, 
a subsidiary peak we had noticed from below. Forty feet of vertical 
climbing brought us on to the summit slabs, easy but delightfully 
exposed. After a descent of 200 feet we came to a col from which a 
snow couloir fell steeply down to the glacier below. We made a 
mental note of this as a means of retreat in case of emergency. 
Beyond the col the ridge steepened and climbing became difficult 
again. Presently I came upon a shark's fin perched obliquely across
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the ridge at the top of a steep slab. It was here that my nerve at last 
failed me, for a delicate " balance up " was necessary to reach what 
may, or may not have been, a jug handle. After the storm it 
(whatever " it" was) was concealed beneath a patch of snow.

After fooling around for a long time I gave it up and descended 
the slab. George, who was not in a leading mood, declined the 
invitation to have a go. A little way below on the left-hand wall we 
discovered a by-pass in the form of an accommodating ledge. No 
difficulty was involved in reaching this, but at the far end was a deep 
gap and beyond, a vertical tower rose 90 feet or more in height. This 
was obviously the crux, the piece de resistance of the Eddingtonryggen, 
for above the ridge climbed easily to the summit of the mountain. 
Up the middle of the tower was a spidery crack, the only weakness 
in an otherwise unclimbable face, but it was far too frightening to 
tempt us on. We scanned the sides of the ridge for way round, but a 
long descent would have been necessary to have put this plan into 
operation.

By this time the weather was deteriorating rapidly and a black 
treacly cloud had descended over the surrounding peaks. Also the 
mercury had just about dropped out of the bottom of the thermometer 
and, although we didn't realize it at the time, our boots had frozen 
solid on our feet. We are told that all good climbers know when to 
retreat and I know at least one not-so-good one who does. We 
remembered a tin of Christmas pudding, back in the tent, which 
we had brought all the way from England, and Xmas pud. seemed 
far more appetising just then than the prospect of getting crag-bound 
in an Arctic storm on the wrong side of this wretched tower.

The descent took quite a long time and the couloir was the 
very devil. Soft snow rested cm hard ice, and all the while we were 
hacking our way down half a dozen sinister looking crevasses gaped 
hungrily at us from below.

I have often felt since that it was a great shame we were unable 
to finish off that ridge. Whether it had been climbed before or not 
we never knew and I don't suppose we ever will. We would, of course, 
have liked to have used the old excuse that we hadn't time, and to 
have harped upon the fear of getting benighted and all that nonsense. 
Unfortunately, there was still another six weeks of daylight left, so 
naturally it had to be the weather. Anyway, there is nobody under 
the sun who can contradict me. Nobody except George, of course, 
but as we made a gentlemen's agreement at the time not to spoil the 
other fellow's line shoots when we got back, I must say I never felt 
safer about anything before.
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