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FOUR ASSES
D. G. SMITH

We had been climbing in the Valais for about a week when our 
party of four, suitably sustained by supplies of milk and yoghourt 
from the dairy in Zermatt, headed for the Schonbuhl Hut. The 
afternoon was hot and the way long, though luckily not steep, as we 
toiled under our provision-crammed sacks and left a trail of sweat 
through Zmutt and by Kalbermatten. Apart from the changing 
aspect of the Matterhora which seemed to be leaning over us, the 
scenery on the way was dominated by the vast and somewhat depres 
sing moraine heaps of the Zmutt Glacier, and we acquired the usual 
uniform coating of dust in the higher reaches of the track.

Still, a steady pace was maintained and the hut reached at last, 
perched on a grassy shoulder above the glacier and 8,830 feet high. 
The present hut is of fairly recent construction and during the day 
time is the scene of much tourist activity. This does give the advantage 
that beer and soft drinks are available, at a price, and in the evening 
quiet settles upon the surroundings and one can enjoy the outlook to 
the shapely Dent d'Herens and the unbelievably high Matterhorn. 
Our sleeping accommodation at this hut was the height of luxury for 
us, with even foam rubber mattresses to lie on.

After completing our evening meal of spaghetti and sausages of 
dubious parentage, which I had been regarding every day with 
increasing suspicion, we settled down to discussing our plans. 
The Dent Blanche would clearly be a very worthwhile peak to 
ascend, but we had established a preference for ascending and 
descending these mountains by differing routes. This normally 
resolved itself into ascending by the second easiest way and descending 
by the easiest. In the case of the Dent Blanche, however, the second 
easiest route was the well known Viereselgrat and we were a little 
awed by the reputation of this ; its name, of course, stems from the 
alleged remark by the guide Aimer on the first ascent " Wir sind vier 
Esel." However, a literal translation of the guide book did not 
indicate anything very difficult on it, or indeed indicate anything 
very much at all. We did discover that in fact we could not do the 
Viereselgrat proper from where we were, but that a variation from 
the Col de Zinal gave a similar climb and joined the true ridge high 
up. We therefore decided that if the weather looked promising on 
the following morning we would have a go at it. One factor that was 
overlooked was that there were four of us too. ...

We were roused unwillingly from our sleep at about 2.00 a.m. 
and soon completed the pretence of a meal which passes for breakfast
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in the Alps and set off into the outer obscurity. The hut is low and a 
long, but not difficult, walk was required up a moraine track to the 
edge of the Schonbuhl Glacier. From the response obtained from 
some of my bright remarks it appeared that some of the party were 
not yet very actively enjoying the proceedings, but shortly we roped 
up at the edge of the ice in the growing daylight and were pleased to 
note a clear sky with mists below us over the Zmutt Glacier.

A straightforward walk followed across the level ice with the 
great cliffs of the Dent Blanche to our left and the Pointe de Zinal to 
our right. Our immediate objective, the Col de Zinal, lay between 
these two, and the guide book indicated that one should scale the 
steep mixed slopes to this on the left side. On reaching their foot we 
found that a bergschrund barred our progress except to the right, 
and we therefore crossed on that side by means of a long stride and a 
few quickly-cut steps.

Above, on a steep slope of disintegrating rock, we paused to 
re-rope in two ropes of two. Doreen and Stan were on one of these 
while Dave prepared to pull me up the mountain on the other. On 
clambering upwards we found things by no means easy, but we did 
gain height and after a lot of loose stuff we surmounted a quite 
difficult wall and got on to steep ice. This latter called for careful 
going with some step cutting, despite the use of crampons, and it took 
us some while to traverse up and across to the col. This turned out 
to be a good resting place, 11,400 feet high, and now in the sun.

The difficulties experienced in the final ascent to this place had 
cost us much time, so we quickly got into motion once more and 
scrambled pleasantly up some slabs. Above, after a stretch of snow, 
the ridge continued easily enough till it shortly steepened impressively 
before us. Rather daunted by the appearance of this we turned it by 
the face on our left which I now believe was a mistake. In any case 
during the next hour or so spent on this exposed face before rejoining 
the crest of the ridge we never touched a single solid object. The 
climbing was in addition fairly tricky at one or two points and it all 
added up to a rather wearing and certainly time wasting process.

We were relieved to reach the more level ridge above the steep 
section and scrambled up it in better spirits. Looking ahead, however, 
it was fairly obvious that we had hardly commenced the climb at that 
stage and a prominent red buttress mentioned in the guide book was 
still a good way off.
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The ridge itself now gave excellent climbing. It was narrow and 
broken into many small gendarmes, some being taken direct and 
others traversed on one side or the other, often providing climbing of 
possibly difficult standard. Our progress, though very enjoyable, was 
not over rapid and we kept on looking up at the red buttress to see if 
we were getting any nearer to it. In fact a few hours passed before we 
crossed a dip of the arete and scrambled up underneath this feature. 
Traversing round to the left, a climb up steeper rock took us to the 
ridge above where we settled for a welcome rest and some lunch.

The views at this time were pretty grand with the ridge stretching 
from the Obergabelhorn to the Weisshorn to the north east and in 
the other direction the great south east face of the Dent Blanche 
pouring a constant succession of wet snow avalanches down to the 
glacier below. Before very long we had to stir ourselves and after 
crossing a further dip came to where our ridge abutted on to the true 
Viereselgrat. This gave us a steeper section which was very loose 
indeed higher up, and we were very pleased eventually to join the 
main ridge.

From this point it was hoped that straightforward going would 
take us up to the summit, and at first the ridge encouraged us. The 
position was magnificent on good sound rock with tremendous drops 
on either side. The sun shone on us despite a few wisps of cloud that 
gave rise to Brocken Spectres and we were now higher than any nearby 
summit. The climbing was nowhere difficult, but occasionally 
interesting.

After some while we began to realise that time was getting on and 
that there was no sign of the summit being anywhere near. The 
ridge moreover began to provide an awkward mixture of snow and 
rock that required a lot of care and even step cutting in places. We 
began to wonder not whether we should get back to the Schonbuhl 
Hut that night, but whether we should be able to locate the much 
higher Dent Blanche Hut, near the foot of the Wandfluh, in the dark.

Working our way up the ridge as rapidly as we could we hardly 
noticed the passing of time, although the colours of a beautiful sunset 
in the sky were noted almost subconsciously. All too quickly it 
became dusk, and our pace slowed as one had to peer into the gloom 
for foothoids. We kept on in the semi-dark for some little way and I, 
at the very end of the two ropes, had quite a lot of hanging about to 
do which was a little irksome and chilly. Eventually we all came 
together by a little gap in the ridge where a snow platform ran off to 
our left for a few feet under a firm rock wall.
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We struggled into extra sweaters, had a bite to eat and discussed 
our position. Initially the idea had been for us just to have a brief 
rest at this point and to push on slowly in the dark. However, we had 
only one torch between us, and did not know how far off the summit 
was or what difficulties lay between us and it, and in any case we still 
had to get down an unknown ridge from the summit. We therefore 
realised that we really had not much option but to stay where we 
were for the night. The snow ledge offered us about 5x4 feet on which 
to make ourselves comfortable and quite possibly we would find 
nothing better higher up.

With this decision made we set to organising our accommodation 
as best we could. First of all some pegs were hammered into a 
convenient crack in the rock behind and we all belayed separately on 
to these. With a pleasing sense of security we unroped and set about 
some excavation with our axes. The objective was to make as deep a 
hollow as was possible between the rock and the snow and this proved 
to be none too easy as the snow was hard and we quickly reached 
solid ice. Nevertheless the work warmed us up and a hollow about 
two feet deep was duly completed against the rock and with an ice 
wall left on the outside.

Sorting ourselves out, we experimented to find the best way to 
utilise our shelter. It was found that only three of us could sit with 
their backs to the rock, the fourth having to sprawl somehow across 
the legs of the others. With this arranged we put on all clothing, 
inserted our bootless feet into rucksacks in the classical style, ate 
what we could, and settled down for the night.

As we made these preliminaries it was not really expected that a 
night of dreamless slumber was to be our lot, but in fact we did not 
do so badly. The weather stayed fair although thunderstorms 
around the horizon provided interesting effects, and we were luckily 
sheltered from the light but frigid breeze by the rock. We all slept 
quite a bit and found in general that our physical discomfort was more 
irksome than the cold. Every hour or so when one could stand the 
cramped position no longer we all struggled more or less upright, 
shook ourselves and had a bit to eat.

The night passed slowly and at last a lightening in the east gave 
promise of the dawn. The sun seemed to take a very long time in 
showing itself and even when it had appeared gave us none of the 
hoped for warmth for a further hour or so. At last we stirred our 
selves, sorted out our kit and clothes, pulled on flattened and rather 
frozen boots and roped up with clumsy fingers.
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We started climbing directly up the 10-foot wall that had been 
our shelter overnight. This was not really hard but our initial stiff 
movements made it seem so. Beyond this the ridge was rocky and 
straightforward for some way and we were able to get moving at a 
reasonable pace, and soon we had warmed up and almost began to 
feel like climbing mountains once more.

After a steeper bit of rock we duly came on to snow entirely, 
and all was easy for a little. After some way however, with the long 
hoped for summit now visible not so far above, we were confronted 
by a steeper slope. This looked perfectly straightforward, but on 
getting on to it we found the snow to be in atrocious condition we 
just ploughed a hole deeper and deeper and gained no height. We 
were not very impressed by the safety of this and Dave duly made a 
pretty difficult route round the obstacle on the steep and frozen face 
away from the sun.

In the meantime, to our surprise and chagrin, a guided party 
had come up astern of us. Of course, they had left the hut probably 
at least five hours before we had left our bivouac, and had had the help 
of our steps in places where we had had none, for we subsequently 
learnt that our ascent had been the first of the season. The main 
reason for their good time, however, was that the guide knew the way 
and did not have to look for the route at each obstacle.

This party charged the snow slope that had put us off, by sheer 
brute force ploughed a trail up it, and Stan and Doreen followed 
them. Beyond, a straightforward snow ridge and a final scramble 
up rock took us to the summit at about 14,200 feet. I had certainly 
never taken so long in gaining a mountain top before and think in 
general that it is probably a good thing if one reaches one's summit 
on the same day as intended.

As a summit it was very fine and the view embraced the majority 
of the Alps. It was wonderful to relax in the sun on the rocks, and 
Stan excelled himself by extracting a supply of food for our breakfast 
from the guided party. There cannot be many people who have 
successfully acquired breakfast for a party at that height in the Alps.

The descent by the Wandfluh Ridge was reasonably easy and was 
duly carried out without incident. Our pace, though, was relatively 
slow and the scramble down the buttress to the Schonbuhl Glacier 
below seemed endless. Nevertheless the hut was regained at last, 
some 39 hours after our departure and we were naturally pleased 
to be back. It did seem an awkward twist of fate that ordained that
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at the one hut where we could sleep in luxury on foam rubber 
mattresses we should have been benighted and so miss them. Still 
we made up for the omission the following night in a very thorough 
manner.

"Wir sind vier Esel?"
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