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PICOS DE EUROPA
RICHARD SOUTHALL

A short article in the Times (9.12.61) originally interested me in the
Sierra de Credos, a lonely range of mountains to the West of Madrid.
It was when I began to study the road maps with a holiday in view
that I became aware of the Picos de Europa a range situated in the
triangle Santander-Leon-Oviedo and possibly of far greater interest
than the Sierra de Credos. Gradually the holiday plan shifted until
the Picos de Europa became the main objective with the Credos in
reserve if the weather should be poor in the North.
A note in the monthly circular put me in touch with John Instone
of Coventry who has been to the Picos de Europa more than once.
His advice and information were invaluable. Maps there are of a sort,
but little has been written about these mountains. Here would be the
fascination of visiting a relatively unknown group with climbing
conditions like those of the Alps a century ago. My companions were
John Fincham (M.A.M.) and Martin Scott (O.U.M.C.). Early on
June 29th we flew with my Hillman Husky from Hurn to Cherbourg
and began our drive of just over eight hundred miles at 9.30 a.m.
Fifty-six hours later as we bumped our way along the rough
coast road between Llanes and Ribadesella, we were suddenly aware
of a vision suspended in the air above the green foothills great limestone peaks, sharp and jagged against the afternoon sun and laced
with snow. It was an impressive moment.
At Ribadesella we left the coast for the small and dusty town of
Cangis de Onis and beyond that a minor road took us up a narrowing
valley to Covadonga. Though dominated by a big seminary this is
primarily a place of pilgrimage. After the battle on the Guadelete
near Jerez, Pelayo, first king of the Asturias, took refuge in a cave
here before starting again on the long struggle against the Moors.
The sarcophagus in the cave is supposed to contain his remains
together with those of his wife and sister.
The road leading on into the Western Massif of the Picos de
Europa is rough and steep. The heavily laden car protested and the
radiator boiled again and again. Fortunately we were carrying plenty
of water. It was late evening when we came over the last rise and at
last got a nearer view of a long east to west ridge bathed in golden
light. LagoEnol( 1260m) is set in a wide open valley. Dusk was upon
us. On the soft turf we set up the tent as quickly as possible and
cooked supper in the beam of the headlights.
In the hot sunshine of next morning we struck camp and parked
the car under a shady tree. The walk up to the Refugio de Vega
Redonda (1500 m.) should take less than two hours but we managed
to lose the meagre path. This small boat-shaped hut stands on a grassy
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spur in an irregular valley; nearby is the shepherd's hut where Don
Jos6 Maria Remis lives all summer with his wife and small daughter.
He acts as guardian and guide besides caring for flocks of sheep and
goats and a fairly large pig, much addicted to fouling the meagre
trickle of water which breaks out of the rocks and disappears again
after a hundred feet.
The hut is simple a high shelf sleeps about five people a
table, a cupboard, and some weird chairs of twisted roots and
branches, supremely uncomfortable. We had brought a butane gas
cylinder with us and cooked lunch. I lay in the sun and enjoyed being
lazy while the others climbed Los Argaos (2055 m.).
Los Argaos is a narrow pinnacled spur clearly visible from the
refugio and forming the eastern side of the upper valley. The northern
end was reached in 45 minutes and it took under three hours to complete the traverse to the Cuerla de Cebolleda, over eight summits.
Most of the ridge was enterprising scrambling rather than climbing;
the rope was used for an exposed pitch on one summit and for a
short abseil, but this was an exhilarating and satisfying expedition as
most of the ridge is knife-edged and airy and it was never clear that
the next bit would "go". They came back at 6.30 very pleased with
their afternoon.
There were two married couples, walkers, from Barcelona, also
using the refugio. I was little surprised when they insisted we should
occupy the bunks, leaving them on the floor, but it seemed pleasant
to see Spanish hospitality in action. After half an hour on the overheated shelf I was not so sure. In the middle of the night Martin
shot out into the fresh air, but John and I stayed to roast.
We had planned to spend the second day seeing as much as possible of the group and ascending the highest peak. Another brilliant
day dawned and we left just before 7 a.m., going up a valley behind
the hut and crossing the Collada de la Mazada (2030 m.) to the
southern side of the main ridge. We should have continued eastwards
only a short distance before re-crossing by the Horcada de Santa
Maria (2305 m.) but the general inaccuracy of the maps was at its
worst here and we wandered for hours, almost encircling the massif,
before reaching the Pena Santa de Castilla (2596 m.). However, we
had had a splendid series of views of the great rock peaks which are
sometimes reminiscent of the Dolomites, sometimes of the Julian
Alps. A striking feature is the large number of peculiar drainage
depressions (jou or hoyo). During that day we crossed a number of
cols (korcada) to descend into these great bowls. Eventually we
scrambled over rocks to La Forcadona, to avoid steep snow where
we should have been glad of our ice-axes, looked down into the great
Jou Santu, and realised that the peak on our right was the Pena
Santa at last.
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This mountain was easily climbed without a rope using the
obvious weakness in the south-west face, a line of easy gullies.
On the descent we did rope down the last wall pitch above the big
snow patches as the placing of the holds is singularly awkward on
the descent. The ascent from the snow to the summit took an hour.
It was only as we walked back to the refugio that we saw the whole
mountain for the first time and appreciated its magnificent size and
shape and the great rock walls which must offer many unclimbed
routes.
We had been out for about twelve hours and after supper we
pitched our bivouac tents so as to be sure of a night's sleep. Next
morning the sun was as hot as ever though a sea of cloud filled the
valleys. Once more we went up to the Collada de la Mazada to
traverse the main ridge, including the Cebolleda Towers (2438 m.).
I had had dysentery earlier in the summer and still found it a bit of a
liability where unknown and possibly serious climbing was concerned. Beyond the first easy section rather like a Cuillin ridge I
broke away to walk to the outlying Torre de los Traviesos (2396 m.)
for comprehensive photography, and my accounts of the following
and other climbs are based on John's notes.
The Cebolleda ridge culminates in three towers the first two give
good scrambling but the third is more formidable. From a narrow
gap between the second and third towers there is a traverse to the
right along a ledge, and the top of the tower is gained by a steep
chimney, very awkward at the start and strenuous for all its eighty
feet (V. Diff.). The summit of the Santa Maria (2478 m.) is near but
looks difficult from this side. Eventually, traversing and abseiling,
John and Martin worked round to the Horcada de Santa Maria
from which the ascent looks possible but it was too late to go on.
We were all back at the refugio at 2.30 and had a meal before
going down to the car. We had quite a pile of empty tins and as there
was no obvious rubbish pile I took them outside and consulted one
of the Catalans. Before I could stop him he had hurled them indiscriminately about the landscape, most of them remaining in full view!
We did not use our old camp site by Lago Enol, but drove to the
very end of the road near Lago de la Erlina (1108 m.). Here is the
one concession to tourism, a dirty little cafe where we stopped before
driving across the open grassland to the lake. We had no sooner
sought out a flat site than the swirling mist came down heavily, thick
and damp. I was glad we had had our drinks for it would have been
impossible to walk back to the caf6.
While we were striking the sodden tent next morning the mist
broke and we could see the way back on to the road and down to
Covadonga. From there we went to Cangis de Onis to shop and then
on into the Central Massif of the Picos de Europa. We took the road
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running eastwards to Panes but at Las Arenas turned south up a
narrow gorge. Puente Poncebos (277 m.) is just a shop-cum-inn and a
hydro-electric power station. We parked the car in the shade of a
great overhanging cliff and crossed the Rio Cares, admiring the
massive trout. Inside the shop we fell in with an English climber
who had just come down with two of the Martinez brothers from
Camarmena; they are National Park wardens as well as mountain
guides. We settled down to acquire information over numerous
brandies and an excellent lunch (eaten in the shop, the chickens
picking up our crumbs!). We were extremely lucky to meet an
informed Englishman at just this point. Thanks to him, someone
brought a small donkey down from Camarmena for us in the middle
of the afternoon and we were able to contract with the driver for
our three large rucksacks to be carried about half-way up to our next
camp-site.
So we were carrying only small packs when we started along the
rough riverside road at four o'clock. Suddenly we crossed the
torrent and went up a mountain track into an impressive narrow
gorge, the only way from the poor villages of La Villa and Bulnes to
the outside world. The gorge opened out on to their steep alpine
pastures. Beyond La Villa (695 m.) the track petered out and the tough
little donkey made his final halt; we paid the owner 200 pesetas with a
tip of 25 and hoped the poor beast would get something out of it.
Our way went up an even narrower gorge, and as we staggered up
the desolate valley beyond, the mist came down to obscure the signs
of a track. In a great bowl of mountains, surrounded by cliffs soaring
up into the mist, we halted puzzled until we located a vicious
looking gully on the right. This was even more back-breaking but it
ended at last in a lip, almost a bracket on the mountain-side, dungcovered, served by a spring ten minutes down the gully. Two very
poor families summer here, living in a crude rock shelter at one side of
the tiny alp. They were milking now goats, sheep, a single cow.
We asked permission to camp for three days and were made welcome;
in fact it is one of only three or four possible sites in the whole
massif. We pitched our bivouac tents and fetched water, and then
cooked our supper on a fortunately placed rock, a hygienic beacon in
the sea of dung.
About eight o'clock next morning we set out to follow the path
to the Refugio Delgado Uceda (2050 m.) at the foot of the Naranjo
de Bulnes. The path existed only on the map. In the mist we
wandered far and wide, but at last a tiny rock-built hut loomed up.
The mist still did not clear so we went on, and suddenly, on a col,
broke out into glorious sunshine. The great Hoyo sin Tierra fell
away at our feet and all around it rose an army of wild looking peaks.
But what caught our breath was the Naranjo de Bulnes towering sheer
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up through the mist, menacing, enticing.
El Neveron (2559 m.) to the west took the fancy of the other two
and they made the ascent which begins with an unpleasant scramble
over rotten rock. They reported that the deep chimney which is a
conspicuous feature of the east face provides several pleasant pitches
(moderate) and ends on the easy summit ridge.
Below the col the mist still veiled the path, so I took my time and
amused myself by building cairns which were later very useful to all
of us. The mist was surprisingly cold and we were only too glad to
turn in immediately after supper.
It was a pleasant surprise to be wakened by the sun next day.
We set out following my cairns till we could see the impregnable
seeming north face of the Naranjo de Bulnes (2519 m.) which we turned
by using the sides of the rough trough encircling it to the east.
Our objective was the south-east face. Above some easy slabs, in
the middle of the cliff, is a small plaque to a Martinez who lost his
life on the peak. Here John and Martin roped up while I prepared to
Later I
photograph the spectacular lower pitches the climb.
scrambled round the Jou Tras el Pico and climbed the Collada
Bonita (2343 m.) for a striking photograph of the Bulnes. As this
ascent is the most important in the Picos de Europa, I shall let John
speak for himself:
'Viewed from the foot of the first pitch the angle did not seem so
steep. As soon as I started climbing I realised that it was quite steep
enough, probably averaging 60° over the first 400 feet. The holds
tend to be small, and in several places one depends on the remarkable
fluting of the water-worn limestone which provides ample opportunity for very satisfying boot-jamming. The rock is extremely sound,
the stances between the pitches are obvious and good. All are provided with fixed pitons and rings since there are virtually no natural
belays. The pitches are nearly all around 70 to 90 feet; the first
three go up to the left of an overhang, and lead to a shallow chimney
which provides an obvious line up the rest of the cliff. The first
pitch, quite short, went easily though I found it sufficiently impressive. The route from there seemed to use a vertical scoop
immediately above the stance, but, after a few tentative moves, and
aided by discouraging noises from below, I decided on a short traverse
into a water-groove to the right. This went fairly easily, mostly by
jamming, for 30-40 feet, but then became steeper. A small foothold,
uncomfortably high up on the wall to the left, was obviously beyond
my scope but I spent some minutes looking at it before I was able
to face the necessity of climbing down. Fortunately I had only
descended a few steps when I saw something one could actually stand
on, over to the right. Moving thankfully out of the groove I was able
to traverse further into another groove, much easier than the first,
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and leading in about 30 feet to a second stance. The large number of
signatures triumphantly scratched on the rock here suggested that the
pitch below was the crux of the climb and so it turned out. The
third pitch was easier and more obvious, and the succeeding shallow
chimney never gave us any anxiety. At the top of the sixth or
seventh pitch the chimney gave out and we had a final climb of 50-60
feet up a wall of gradually easing angle whose strikingly regular
pattern of vertical grooves and ridges provided the only means of
attachment to the rock. This last bit is technically interesting and
very unusual, though actually quite easy. There remained several
hundred feet of scrambling up the upper part of the face and a zig-zag
course brought us easily to the almost level summit ridge.
'We descended by the same route, abseiling throughout except for
one pitch in the chimney which I had to re-climb up and down to
retrieve the rope which jammed in the ring. A single 120 foot rope is
insufficient for the abseil on several of the pitches and we used two,
knotted together. The abseiling, needless to say, is spectacular and
the whole climb is in a different class from anything else we tried.
The second pitch was certainly the hardest, but unless one loses the way
on it, probably no more than Very Difficult. There are perhaps a few
other V. Diff. moves on other pitches, but in unexposed positions. '
It was 11.30 when John first moved away from the plaque and at
one o'clock, while I was eating some food on the Collada Bonita, I
saw him emerge on the summit ridge. I decided to drop down on the
far side of the col; it was an unpleasant, loose descent. I intended
to go down into the wild Jou do los Machos and return to camp by
the Collada de Camburero (2048 m.) but while I was moving across
to some barns, the Majada de las Monetas (1654 m.), I realised that
I was being followed a thick line of mist was descending much more
quickly and easily than myself. With no real paths, and maps
singularly devoid of detail, it was clear that I must drop right down
to the path which encircles the massif. This I did, taking six hours
to get back to camp. I had to cross a low col between Sotres and
La Villa and here the mist was thick and the track disappeared on
wide grass slopes, but I got out the compass and kept on walking till
I hit the downward track to La Villa and the route I knew up to
Camburero. At 7.45 I was glad to find that cooking had begun; the
mist was near rain and it was a damp feast.
Next morning we broke camp and returned to Puente Poncebos
and another excellent homespun meal after a chilly dip in the Rio
Cares. In the afternoon we drove round to the southern side of the
Central Massif through Panes, La Hermida and Potes. The scenery
was much drier and Potes a delightfully sunny little town where we
bought cheap and juicy cherries. Beyond this point we took a rough
road to Espinama (872 m.) a dusty village where we could not at
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first see a camp site. However there was a field spread with hay and
when the farmer opportunely appeared I waved 25 pesetas and
murmured "camping". Like magic he rounded up his family and the
hay was racked without more ado. We had an excellent level site
and it was pleasant to be camping in real style again. Most of the
villagers came to look at us, and after supper, in one of the three
bars, we met our landlord who spent most of the 25 pesetas in
standing us drinks good economics if not good ethics.
The road going on up to the Refugio Aliva (1635 m.) was very
rough and steep and we decided to travel by the jeep which serves it,
but before this arrived a lorry, loaded with steel joists and people,
groaned its way into Espinama. It was going up to the zinc mines
near the refugio and we clambered aboard to join a party of French
lepidopterists. It was a slow climb, exhausting to both passengers
and lorry. The last part of the journey was across splendid alpine
pastures, heavily stocked in comparison with those we had seen
before, running up to the great rock wall of the Pena Vieja. The
Refugio Aliva also was on a different scale to the others we had
visited we were a little taken aback by the door porter and inside
we found a magnificent lounge, deep carpets, stags' heads, comfortable arm chairs grouped round glowing logs in a regal fire-place,
and a smartly dressed man and woman listening to a radio programme.
In our rough clothes we felt more than a little out of place. It appeared that this aristocratic looking couple were in charge. The
refugio is a state parador, such as exist all over Spain. We soon
came to the conclusion that this one could not pay. During our
short stay the staff far out-numbered the guests.
We soon found ourselves in a couple of two-bunk rooms where
we ate our picnic lunch. Afterwards John and Martin went off to
climb the Pena Vieja (2613 m.) by its east face. A conspicuous gully
was found to lead up to a ridge leading to the summit ridge; the
whole climb was very indefinite (it was the longest of the holiday)
and the interest was in the complexity and size of the face and the
consequent route finding; there was little technical difficulty. I took
the path by the Chalet Real, an old royal shooting lodge, turned the
corner of the Pena Vieja at the Horcadina de Cavarrobre and
followed a good path to the Refugio Vivac Veronica, an aluminium
cupola with accommodation for two. This is admirably situated to
give a view of the southern part of the massif and, more distantly,
the green slopes of the gentle eastern massif. I went on up the Pena
Vieja by its easy north slope, arriving on the summit a few minutes
after the other two. It is a magnificent viewpoint. Rather than
retrace our steps we circled the mountain, descending by the Canal
de Vidrio, a great rift just above the zinc mine. This last was nearly
our undoing; there is a narrow track leading into the Canal but
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blasting had collapsed it and we had difficulty in getting down,
especially as the upper part of the rift was very loose.
Rain had threatened ever since we left the summit. It started
as soon as we got in at 8.30. Dinner was at 9.0; there was a considerable choice and the cooking was excellent.
Our final day in the mountains found us going up to the Refugio
Vivac Veronica intending to ascend the Lambrion (2642 m.) but only
John had the energy for that distant summit. What he at first took
for this peak had a book in the summit cairn identifying it as the Tiro
Tirso (2635 m.); both peaks offered relatively easy scrambling.
I went up the much nearer Torre Blanca (2617 m.), easily climbed
by its east ridge. When we reached the Horcadina de Cavarrobre
mist suddenly enveloped us and persisted for the rest of the day so
that we returned to the refugio about 6.30. The long wait for the
Spanish evening meal is a great trial on these occasions.
The long journey back to Cherbourg began next day with the
descent to the car at Espinama. We drove to Potes, and from there
climbed slowly along the rough road going over the Piedrasluengas
Pass (1345 m.). We ate lunch on the summit, looking back at the
Central massif of the Picos de Europa. I thought I should like to
come back again (in a better state of health!) to these ranges which
offer such a change from the hurly-burly of the more popular parts
of the Alps.
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