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THE ALPINE MEET, 1959-A DIARY
R. T. SOUTHALL

Sunday, August 2nd

It was 2.45 p.m. when Barbara McLauchlan, Michael Ashcroft 
and I arrived by car at Saas-Grund. We knew that the rest of the party, 
Helen Hartley, Christine Salter, Lyn Ballard, John Fincham, Tony 
Goode, Lawrence Middleton and David Smith, were ahead of us. 
Our own ascent to the Weissmies Hut (8,925 feet) was not particu 
larly pleasant. The threatening weather broke soon after we left the 
valley, and we were lashed by rain and sleet as we climbed upwards. 
I was not worrying as I had instructed the guide to reserve sleeping 
accommodation we should at least have a reasonable night.

Our arrival at the hut was not a happy occasion. It was very 
crowded, and the heat inside overpowering. I discovered that there 
were bunks for only five of us, but more serious was the attitude of 
our guide who, despite strong recommendation, was clearly not 
going to be a suitable person to have with us on the mountains.

That night I slept with four of the party in the wood and oil 
store. From the outside it looked solidly built, but once on the 
shelves I would not honour them with the name of bunks all the 
cold winds of the Valais seemed to whistle through the place. Two 
thin blankets were as inadequate as a pair of fig leaves.

Monday, August 3rd

I have seldom looked forward more to getting up at 4 a.m. The 
day started with an argument with the guide, as a result of which all 
left for the Fletschhorn (13,127 feet), but in two distinct parties. 
The guide, with his party, starting ten minutes ahead, took to the 
loose rocks of the upper end of the Jagigrat to gain the upper snow 
slopes. Finding a way up such a shattered cliff took too long, and 
the snow was already soft from the hot sunshine when we eventually 
reached it. Five hours after leaving the hut, the second party reached 
the summit, gaining the upper part of the mountain by the steep snow 
couloir.

The Fletschhorn is a good peak for the first day, and the views 
towards the Oberland, and also across to the Mischabel group, are 
superb. When we got back, we found that our guide was leaving us. 
He said he was ill, and must go down to the valley. I think that this 
was so, and it certainly solved my problem. It was better to stand on 
our own feet than use a faulty prop.
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Tuesday, August 4th
If the first night at the Weissmies Hut had been a frigid 

experience, the second was completely the opposite. More crowded 
than ever, the heat in the dormitory over the kitchen made it an 
inferno.

To-day, six of the party climbed the Weissmies (13,226 feet) 
without much difficulty. I set out, but at the glacier I thought it best 
to give up as the altitude was making me feel sick. So after another 
spell in the dormitory, I went down with Barbara, Christine and 
Lawrence to Saas-Grund, and up to Saas-Fee. Finding accom 
modation for everyone proved difficult, but eventually four beds 
were found in the Hotel Glacier, and six in the Hotel Alphubel. 
Saas-Fee is growing fast, but it manages to retain the feel of a village 
as the houses are dotted in groups over the green alp.

After supper, David, John and I met Arnold Andermatten, a 
Saas-Fee guide, and he agreed to be with us till the end of the week, 
when he had to take up a prior engagement. Arnold had the con 
fident easy manner and fine physique of an ideal guide.

Wednesday, August 5th
Yet another wonderful day. Our rendezvous in Saas-Fee was a 

cafe run by one of the Zurbriggen family. He told us that once he was 
a guide. He lamented that he no longer climbed (one look at his 
figure confirmed this), but what was he to do when he made so much 
more money so much more easily out of the tourists ?

The path to the Mischabel Hut (11,024 feet), over five thousand 
feet above the village, sets about its job with great singleness of 
purpose. After crossing the bridge beyond the edge of the alp it 
ascends the steep mountainside in relentless zig-zags, never easing 
for a moment. The small wooden building, perched on a steep rock 
ridge below the Lenzspitze, is remarkably situated.

The hut was fairly empty when we arrived, and John and I, 
who were first, got bunks for all without trouble. But soon the 
place began to fill up. Arnold arrived, and by supper time, when 
the living room was packed, we were glad to have his assistance in 
getting our meal prepared in the kitchen.

Water is scarce at the hut. A pipe runs to the glacier for the 
snow melt, but this is for kitchen use only. Our large pot of honey 
made us stick to everything and there was no water in which to wash.

Behind the hut, on the ridge, is a helicopter landing platform. 
Arnold told us that in Switzerland it is now almost impossible to get
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porters to carry fuel and stores to huts inaccessible to ponies or 
mules. So once a year a helicopter from Sion ferries everything 
required during the summer from the top of the Lange Fluh cable rail 
way to the Mischabel Hut.

Thursday, August 6th

Because we had Arnold with us, it was possible to-day for some 
of the party to do something more ambitious. The outstanding climb 
from the Mischabel Hut is the ascent of the Lenzspitze (14,108 feet) 
by the ridge running up behind, followed by the traverse of the 
Nadelgrat to the Nadelhorn (14,220 feet). It seemed only right that 
David and John should do this behind Arnold as they were obviously 
going to do most of the leading on the meet. Arnold called them at 
2 a.m. The rest of us got up an hour later in order to climb the 
Nadelhorn by the ordinary route which runs up from the Windjoch, 
the lowest point in the ridge between the Nadelhorn and the 
Ulrichshorn (12,891 feet).

There was not much difficulty about our route up an attractive 
snow ridge to the rocky summit. Once more the weather was superb, 
and so were the views. The most striking was towards the beautiful 
northern snow face of the Dom. During our descent we were passed 
by Arnold, David and John travelling fast. They were pleased by their 
day, considering the gendarme on the Lenzspitze ridge, and not the 
sensational looking Nadelgrat, the crux of the climb.

Because it was so fine, Michael, Lyn and I went up the 
Ulrichshorn from the Windjoch, and finding a sheltered spot, enjoyed 
the sunshine.

Friday, August 7th

The sunshine of the Ulrichshorn was perhaps a mistake as far as 
I was concerned. I felt far from well during the night, and the first 
part of the day was decidedly a struggle of mind over matter. Our 
day as planned was to cross the Mischabel group to the Dom Hut 
(9,482 feet) on the other side.

It was a perfect night when we were called at 2.30 a.m., and a 
perfect day was to follow. We were away an hour later. From the 
Windjoch we dropped down on to the floor of the Ried glacier, 
traversing below the Stecknadelhorn and the Hohberghorn. Our 
first objective was the steep and wide snow couloir, on the flank of the 
Durrenhorn (13,450 feet), the last important summit at this end of the 
Mischabel group. We climbed the couloir but near the top, because 
of falling stones, took to the rocks on the north side. These were 
loose and unpleasant.
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Some people went along the summit ridge to the top of the 
Durrenhorn, but our way was in the opposite direction, over the 
Hohberghorn (14,087 feet), a beautiful snow peak. Down on the 
other side, in the col between it and the Stecknadelhorn we stopped 
for a meal, before going down loose snow and then easy rock and 
scree to the Hohberg glacier. This was crossed to the Festijoch. 
Here there was a short climb over good rock before we dropped down 
to the Festi glacier across steep scree. Not far beyond the end of the 
glacier we came to the Dom Hut, at about 2.15 a.m., after what had 
been a splendid alpine expedition.

The Dom Hut, new and finely appointed, we had almost to 
ourselves. The rest of the day could not have been more pleasantly 
spent ; idleness in perfect surroundings.

Saturday, August 8th
We were up just after 2 a.m. to make an ascent of the Dom 

(14,942 feet), the highest mountain standing entirely in Switzerland. 
It was still dark at 3 a.m. when we started, following Arnold and his 
glacier lantern. A lantern is so much more romantic than a torch, 
though neither is so romantic in reality as in print.

We made our way back to the Festijoch and from there we went 
straight up the long and steep west ridge of the Dom, mostly on 
snow and ice, but with some rock. We reached the summit at 
8.30 a.m. The day was not so fine, but the views were still good. It 
was not cold, and we had half an hour there before rushing down 
the north face of the mountain in order to reach the Festijoch by a 
different route. We were back at the Dom Hut at 11.30 a.m., had 
lunch and then dropped steeply down to Randa. Rain fell, and for 
once we were wet. Most of us spent the night at the Pension Monte 
Rosa in St. Niklaus, and those with cars to collect went round to 
Saas-Fee. We said goodbye to Arnold. He had been a great asset 
during his days with us.

Sunday, August 9th
After three days of early starts it was good to lie in bed until 

8.30 a.m. Those of us at the Pension had to wait for Barbara, 
Christine and David to arrive with their cars. We had lunch, and 
during the afternoon caught the train up the line to Zermatt, but 
before we left I rang up hotel after hotel in Zermatt the bureau was 
shut until I had found beds for the night, seven at the Hotel Pollux 
and three at the Hotel Post.

Monday, August 10th

During the morning, somewhat overcast and close, we left
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Zermatt for the new Rothorn Hut as we wanted to climb the Zinal 
Rothorn (13,856 feet). Before leaving there were provisions to buy.

We had our picnic lunch outside the shabby Trift Hotel. We 
know that Lawrence had dropped behind as we climbed up beside the 
rushing Trift torrent. While we were wondering what to do, a 
French woman who had just come up the path thrust a small piece of 
paper into my hand to say that he was ill, and would have to stay at 
the Cafe Edelweiss until he was better.

Just after leaving the Trift Hotel the rain began to come down 
hard, and it was a soaking wet party of climbers who arrived at the 
hut in the middle of the afternoon. Despite the bad weather, it was 
unbearably crowded by supper time.

Tuesday, August llth

The bad weather blew itself out during the night. As the guide 
we thought we had booked never arrived, and we did not have much 
idea of our bearings because of the bad weather yesterday, we decided 
to climb the Wellenkupe (12,892 feet). This makes a pleasant climb ; 
first glacier, then rock ridge whose upper part gives good climbing, 
and finally the small snow dome which is such a landmark. The 
summit is one of the best viewpoints I know in the Alps, especially 
dramatic across to the north face of the Matterhorn.

Michael and Tony looked at the ridge running from where we 
stood to the Obergabelhorn (13,364 feet). Sorely tempted they 
could not make up their minds until John produced a coin, and 
tossing it, decided for them. After that they had to go.

We were back at the hut at 11.30 a.m. The other two came four 
hours later, pleased by their climb, being most impressed by the long 
fixed rope on the famous gendarme.

Although the weather looked unpromising, the hut was fuller 
than last night. After supper there was nothing to do but go to bed 
and be entertained on the recorder by Tony. We had the whole 
repertoire from " Greensleeves " to " Deep Purple." After we 
settled to sleep, suitably lulled by the music, the warden kept bringing 
more and more people into our small dorimitory.

Wednesday, August 12th

The hut was lashed by a storm during the hours of darkness. 
At 3 a.m. when we had intended to get up for the Rothorn the hut 
was quiet. I got up at 5 a.m. to go outside and look at the weather, 
and tripped over an object on the floor. It was Tony, squeezed out by
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the pressure of the late arrivals. What I saw outside sent me back to 
bed until 7 a.m. There was fresh snow, and visibility was almost nil.

When we did get up it appeared that we should not be able to 
climb the Rothorn to-day. No guide had turned up, and we had eaten 
all our food. In a dreadfully crowded hut we felt a rest day would 
reduce us to drink or worse, so as soon as breakfast was over we 
left for Zermatt, which we reached in well under two hours. There 
was more shopping to do before going up to the Monte Rosa Hut 
(9,193 feet). We had a good lunch at the Hotel Pollux where we met 
Lawrence, now almost recovered from his internal trouble. He had 
decided to stay in Zermatt until cured, when he would take a guide, 
and traverse the Matterhorn to Italy.

Lunch over we took the Gornergrat railway to the Rotenboden. 
During the walk to the Monte Rosa Hut the weather improved, and 
after we had settled in, we were able to go outside in the sun, and to 
enjoy the wonderful scenery around us.

Thursday, August 13th

We were woken by Frau Graven, the guardian, at 2 a.m. An 
hour later we were stumbling through the rocky moraine above the 
hut, making for Monte Rosa, and the first snow. We wasted time 
casting about here and there to find the easiest route, but eventually, 
just as it was getting light, we came out to where we could rope up 
and put on crampons. Monte Rosa is a big and complex mountain, 
and to climb it takes time as one plods relentlessly upwards. We were 
climbing the Dufourspitze (15,217 feet), the highest of all the peaks. 
In due course we came out on the ridge which by way of two lesser 
tops terminates in the final rock summit.

It was a splendid morning, and the mountain was littered with 
climbers. With Michael and Christine I was in one of the first ropes. 
The final section we found difficult because of the quantity of new 
snow. From a small nick we reached the summit crest above by an 
awkward winding snow gully. Behind us came rope after rope of 
Italian climbers, all of whom had been at the Monte Rosa Hut, and 
were now going back to Italy by way of the Dufourspitze, so that 
once on top, our problem was how to get back again. Most for 
tunately it was warm, even if the rocks on the tiny summit were so 
sharp. It was 8 a.m. when we left the nick, but we did not get back to 
it until noon.

Once on the move it did not take long to get down, and we were 
back at the hut about 2.30 p.m.
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Friday, August 14th

The Dufourspitze was to be our last major peak. Frau Graven 
came in at 2 a.m., but we did not stir. During yesterday afternoon 
we watched avalanches on Castor and Pollux, some of which came 
across the guide book routes. Clearly we could not attempt one of 
these, so we decided on an easy last day. We lay abed and did not 
leave the hut until 9.15 a.m.

We broke our walk back to Zermatt at the Riffelhorn so that 
those who felt energetic could do a little rock climbing. Before 
scattering over the crags we had arranged to have our picnic lunch 
together, with the result that some of us sat at the Riffelberg Hotel, 
and some at the Riffelalp, waiting for the others to arrive.

Most of us were at the Hotel Pollux for the night. When we 
got down we enjoyed the private baths or showers of our rather 
expensive rooms. Then there was the opportunity of sampling the 
pleasures of Zermatt. Most of us visited the Museum and the 
Cemetery. I think if one went there beforehand, one would never 
put a foot on a mountain round Zermatt.

Saturday, August 15th

It rained all night, and it was raining when most of us caught 
the 10.42 a.m. train down to St. Niklaus. The party was over, but 
there were fewer regrets with a day so unpromising.

Lawrence was one who stayed behind, and later he ascended 
the normal route of the Matterhorn. He could not do the traverse 
because of poor conditions.

As the train trundled down the valley towards the waiting cars 
I had one major reflection. Months ago, when I was asked to lead 
the Alpine Meet, friends told me I was silly to burden myself with 
responsibility on holiday it was the one time to escape this. 
However, I did accept. Now I thought how much I had enjoyed it ; 
with such weather, and a keen party, it had been a pleasure.
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