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M.A.M. ALPINE MEET, 1955.

A party of about two dozen members and guests spent a fort 
night in the Alps, partly in the Bernese Oberland and partly in 
the Saas Valley. The weather might have been kinder, but we 
were an enthusiastic party and managed to find plenty of a suitable 
standard to climb in the circumstances. We visited fourteen 
different summits and between us we climbed something like 
140 150 " Man Peaks," which works out at an average of six per 
member of the party. Some climbed as many as nine.

If we did not see as much as we should have liked of some 
of the regions through which we passed (we saw more than our share 
of mist, driving rain and snow) perhaps we saw just enough to 
make us want to visit them again another year when the weather 
may be better.

ARRIVAL

The day of arrival in Meiringen was one of the few fine days 
during the meet when it didn't rain or snow and the sun deigned to 
appear, at least for part of the day.

Some of the party who had travelled independently met in 
Meiringen and found a pleasant cafe near the station. As there 
was none too long between the arrival of the train and our chartered 
bus to Rosenlaui, the leader, in a French-cum-German mixture 
that would out-do even the Swiss, explained to the Belgian waiter 
that he had a "Grande Gruppe" arriving and would like to reserve 
places for twenty four, from ten minutes to one onwards. The 
waiter responded immediately, laid places at all the tables in an 
alcove, set flowers at each table and generally made ready to deal 
with the invasion. " But," he queried first, " This is quite 
definite?" " The people will really come?" " Oh yes, no doubt 
about that," and the leader marched off to the station to receive 
the party. The train was signalled ten minutes late and he hoped 
the waiter would not be put out by the delay.

Eventually the train arrived. The leader couldn't actually 
see the expectant faces of the party arriving but concluded they were 
busy getting sacks down from the racks and preparing to disembark. 
The train stopped. Still no sign. Had they not realised they had 
arrived? A careful inspection of the train showed not a sign of a 
rucksack or ice axe, let alone the party that should have arrived 
with them. Perhaps there was a relief train? No! an enquiry at 
the office removed that possibility.
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The leader went shamefacedly back to the others and the 
waiter to explain that he had lost the party before the Meet had 
even begun. Then time tables were checked and found correct, 
bus cancelled, or rather held waiting, and Basle asked by phone 
what they had done with the M.A.M.! No news. Then at last 
Basle phoned back to say the party had been sent by another route.

The bus and lunch were laid on again, and the wait began 
again. This time the party did arrive and from that moment 
everything started happening at once and went on like that for the 
rest of the fortnight.

We were received at Rosenlaui by Arnold Glatthard, of the 
Swiss School of Mountaineering, who had engaged guides for us. 
We must take this opportunity of thanking him for his help and 
Mrs. Glatthard too, for putting in a considerable amount of time 
fitting up various members of the party with crampons and food 
and other equipment from their stores.

THE ENGELHORNHGTTE INTRODUCING ADOLF

At Rosenlaui the meet split into three separate groups. One 
party went straight up to the Engelhornhiitte, a delightful little 
hut owned by the Academic Club of Berne and situated at the mouth 
of the Ochsental, which is a wide corrie surrounded on three sides 
by the Engelhorner. The following morning we met Adolf Matzener, 
who was to be our principal guide and was to come with us to Saas 
Fee.

After climbing the Matterhorn one day in very poor conditions, 
Adolf somehow got back in time to report for climbing at the 
Engelhornhiitte at 7 a.m. the following day. He introduced us to 
the Engelhorner by taking us on two pleasant little climbs, the 
Kingspitze and the Kleine Simeli Stock. It would have been nice 
to spend longer there, but as it was these climbs formed a pleasant 
way of Umbering up before going up higher. On the second day, 
after climbing the Kleine Simeli Stock most of us walked on up to 
the Dossenhiitte to join the rest of the meet. Adolf had to return 
to Rosenlaui to fetch his ice axe and other belongings, before 
following us on to the Dossenhiitte. We arrived at the hut just 
in time to miss being caught in a thunderstorm and drenching 
rain, and we pitied Adolf, who we calculated would just be in 
the open where the path goes up beside the stream on to the 
moraine. When finally we saw him plodding steadily up, the 
other guides at the hut confirmed that he would have been at about 
this point, and we were ready to commiserate with him. But Adolf
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was not worried by a little thing like a rainstorm. When he arrived, 
we saw that neatly strapped to his ice axe was an umbrella, Adolf 
himself was quite dry. This was typical of Adolf, who never 
seemed put out by anything.

THE DOSSENHOTTE HEINZ MAURER

Of the other two parties, one went straight up to the Dossenhiitte 
(translated by some as " Dossenhouse!") on Sunday, and climbed 
the Dossenhorn from there on the same day. On the Monday they 
were reinforced by members of the third party, and various groups 
climbed the Dossenhorn, the Rempfenhorn and the Rosenhorn, 
whilst one sturdy party was repelled from the precipitous Wellborn.

Those new to the Alps, and some others who decided to join 
in, formed the third party. They spent a while on the Rosenlaui 
glaciers and from Heinz Maurer, our second guide for the first week, 
learnt something of the art of using the ice axe and other equipment 
on a glacier. Later in the meet other members of the party learnt 
something of the technique of crevasse rescue and discovered many 
other useful facts such as that gravity still works even on ice axes 
(three occasions), and on snow goggles, a large block of ice, and a 
heavy rucksack (one occasion each). The rucksack, left to its own 
devices for a moment on the way down from the Wetterhorn, caused 
a minor avalanche before it disappeared in the mist below. The 
owner must have thought himself very lucky when he found it later 
some few hundred metres further down towards the Glecksteinhiitte.

THE TRAVERSE OF THE WETTERHORN

Having, so to speak, got our confessions off our chest, we 
can go on with the story of the meet. The traverse of the Wetter- 
horn from the Dossenhiitte to the Glecksteinhiitte was the first 
occasion which made us really appreciate our guides. The day 
started sunny, though with a threat in the distant sky, and the walk 
up to the Wettersattel was very simple. The ascent to the summit 
of the Wetterhorn had also been simplified by the fact that previous 
parties had made a highway through the cornice at the summit. 
Heinz remarked that he had never heard of such a large party on the 
summit of the Wetterhorn before.

As conditions in the "Couloir" on the other side were not good, 
parties from the Glecksteinhiitte climbed the rock ridge bordering 
it instead. We started down this ridge and the small patches of 
ice between the rocks were a little trying for the less experienced 
members of the party. All this time the clouds had been gathering
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and it began to snow gently. The couloirs on both sides were 
swept intermittently by small avalanches, and some of us began 
to wonder how we should be able to leave the ridge at the bottom. 
Our two guides had gone ahead with their own ropes and between 
them they organised the crossing of two couloirs at a narrow point. 
Adolf met each rope as it arrived down the ridge and conducted it 
to a point to which Heinz, on the further side, could throw a line. 
The line was quickly secured, and each party in turn was thus 
belayed as they ran across the danger area and up the rocks on the 
far side.

Visibility was quite low by this time. This side of the Wetter- 
horn can be remarkably confusing in bad weather, and as none 
of the party had been on this route before, we were very glad to have 
the benefit of the local knowledge of Adolf and Heinz. As we 
approached the hut, snow changed to rain, and many of the party 
dressed for dinner in kilts improvised from blankets.

THE JUNGFRAU JOCH

Before the meet was actually launched in Switzerland, there had, 
as usual with an Alpine holiday, been a multitude of tentative 
plans. Chief among these was Plan A for good weather, which was: 
To stay to the end of the first week in the Oberland, climbing what 
ever was climable from the Jungfrau Joch-Concordiahutte region. 
Plan B, for bad weather, was: To walk straight across the Oberland 
to the Rhone Valley and thence to Saas Fee, stopping only for the 
night at the Concordiahiitte. In the event, Plan A never had a 
chance. We made a determined effort to "climb from the Jungfrau 
Joch" by sending out a small select party of nine, with Heinz and 
Adolf, in anything but suitable weather, to climb the Monch on our 
behalf. We then made straight for the Concordiahiitte. Perhaps 
it was partly the night in the dortoir, described by someone as 
"The Black Hole," which encouraged us to go on trek so soon again. 
The Jungfrau Joch has its "White Hole" too, an "Eispalast," in 
which the unwary meet leader was nearly held to ransom while 
looking for some of his party. " Skates, skis and Polarhiinde for 
hire, etc." occupied those who did not go to make the acquaintance 
of the Monch.

Whether or not the MOnch party did actually tread the summit 
no one seems to know precisely. Some one certainly gave an about 
turn order, and with axe sizzling in the thundery air the party 
obeyed.*

(* Not only ice axes were fizzing but hats and gloves, and the weather was so 
threatening that Heinz considered it unsafe to go on.)
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Three Swiss climbers reported that they had seen the Englander 
on top, but some of the party said the top seemed to be just beyond 
where they turned and one was heard to remark, " That was one 
that got away."

SAAS FEE

Here's to the Dom Hotel in Saas Fee which, when faced in the 
evening at half past eight with a horde of travel worn "Englander," 
did not bat an eyelid but just settled down to the job of finding 
accommodation and got together a jolly good meal as well. We 
must also thank the Glacier Hotel which let us have an attic as a sort 
of club, where we could leave suitcases and parcels, etc., and generally 
make ourselves at home.

The weather at Saas Fee, while poor, was not quite as con 
sistently bad as it had been earlier. One's standards of comparison 
had also altered, so that if it was not actually snowing one would 
look up at the clouds, at say 3 a.m., and if there was a slightly 
lighter patch that might be due to the moon, would report back 
to the others " Schones Wetter." Most days we started off in 
cloud, if not snow, " in the hope that it would clear up later!" 
Sometimes it did, even if only for a few hours. Sometimes we 
reached the summit of the mountain before the sun and came back 
down in cloud too.

The party split again in the Saas Valley and different groups 
spent a few days at the Langfluh, Weissmies and Mischabel huts, 
and at the Almageller Alp. Conditions were not good enough for 
any expeditions of particular difficulty, but we had a good time on 
those climbs which were practical in the circumstances. Some 
mountains were even climbed twice or three times by different 
parties!

THE PORTJENGRAT INTRODUCING CAMILLE

One of the most pleasant of the routes we chose was the 
Portjengrat. Camille Supersaxo had just joined us as a guide and 
was so to speak "taking stock" of his party. Now the Portjengrat 
is one of a minority of local climbs with some really good rock on 
it, particularly if traversed by the 'Frontier' ridge from a small 
breche known as the Portje. Camille had never heard of a large 
party doing the Portjengrat by anything but the "Gewohnlicher 
Weg."
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It so happens however that according to the guide book, the 
Gewohnlicher Weg is far from having the merit of a traverse of the 
Portje, and most of us had taken it for granted that we should 
climb the Portjengrat from the Portje. Camille, understandably, 
was reluctant to take an unknown party on anything but the 
Gewohnlicher Weg. He had never been that way before and we 
suspected didn't really want to do the Weg anyway, but just felt 
as a matter of principle that he ought to choose the easier route. 
Suspecting this weak link in his armour, we set about all the subtle 
intrigues we could use to persuade him to go by his favourite route.

All the previous evening, and on the long path up scree moraine 
and snow to the foot of the climb, we worked round the subject. 
It seemed in vain. As a compromise we agreed to start on the 
Portje route by a short cut which avoided the more difficult pitches. 
Then one thing seemed to play into our hands, our old enemy, the 
weather. We arrived at the foot of the climb in a thickish mist. 
There above us were the first few pitches, and Camille eyed them 
before glancing over to the left where the short cut was hidden, in 
the mist. One could almost see him thinking. A so-called short 
cut can waste an awful lot of time, especially if one has to find it for 
the first time in a mist. He turned and asked, " Is this a good 
party?"

One can only answer that sort of question in relation to the 
proposed climb, and the S.A.C. guide book gives very little indi 
cation of the degree of difficulty of the first few pitches. I had 
climbed with most of the party earlier in the Meet, but two ladies 
had only just joined us after coming out straight from England. I 
thought for a moment. After all, the difficulties in question were 
just plain rock climbing on good rock, and whatever else they 
might do the party should at least be able to climb them safely. 
I said that if we were a guideless party I would certainly at least 
try the Portje route first before concluding it was too hard for us. 
" Alright," said Camille, " you come with me." Leaving the others 
on the snow we went up a few metres on easy rock with a little ice 
in the holds here and there, and a considerable amount of hoar 
frost in places. One had to take care on the hoar frost for it com 
pletely destroyed the Vibram grip. Beyond, the rock seemed 
steeper. " Is this alright?" said Camille, " Can they climb this?"

Looking up at a strange rock face and trying to give a snap 
answer to a question like this is far from easy, especially when one 
does not know all the party well enough, and when there may be a 
lot of ice on the rock higher up. I could not for the life of me 
give a proper assessment of the standard of the pitches ahead. One
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moment they seemed similar to the ordinary on Idwal Slabs and next 
they reared up like Lot's Groove and looked next to impossible. 
It just depended on how much allowance one made for the hidden 
holds and the friction of rubber on frost. I thought again. It 
could not do much harm to try now that we had got so far, and 
anyway the climbing could not be all that hard (frost excepted), 
for it was a route several people had recommended without special 
comment.

I said " Oh yes, I think we can manage that." The rest came up, 
and we roped together and started. A few minutes later I felt 
like eating my own decision. It was not that the rock was difficult, 
but it was bitterly cold. My fingers were soon frozen and everyone 
else's the same. I could just imagine what the others would say 
if we had to beat an ignominious retreat. Then the weather saved 
the day again. When we had got a little higher on the ridge itself, 
the mist suddenly thinned. Then it broke completely and the sun 
came out. This, combined with the fact that we were moving 
again, dispelled the cold of inaction and brought our fingers back 
to life.

Poor Camille could not get over having such a large party on 
the Portjengrat, and kept up a flow of remarks intended to chivvy 
us up. We have to admit that we were a little slow, but perhaps 
not unreasonably so in view of the fact that we did not know each 
other at all well, and were probably doing more safeguarding than 
is customary. Camille said he would get a " Thick Ear " from his 
colleagues for taking a large party up the Portjengrat, but he later 
made no secret of it, and we suspect was rather pleased.

The climb? It was very pleasant, a nice long ridge on good 
rock. The standard was nowhere very hard, perhaps an occasional 
faint suggestion of V.Diff. and then only because of the frost. The 
rock was a pleasant change from the average Alpine ridge, and 
resembled Chamonix granite. To omit the traverse from the 
Portje would be to miss some of the best climbing on the Portjengrat. *

Other peaks which the party climbed in the Saas region were : 
Allalinhorn : Three parties on different occasions.
Alphubel: Two parties on different occasions (one traversing via 

Feekopf to Allalinhorn).

(* A few days later, Adolf, coining with a second party which he knew well 
by this time, would not hear of climbing anything but the Portjengrat, and 
insisted on traversing from the Portje.)
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