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IMC NEWSLETTER SPRING 2002 /¥

Activities

Plenty 10 whet your appetite with a very full and active meets calendar. No need for a hard
sell here. Lots of informal meets too which i1s very healthy. If you are organising a trip, try to
avoid clashing with the formal meets and why not let members know...on Thurdays or by
email or the weh site. New members especially need encouragement. The annual (sic) dinner
was a riproaring success as all 44 who attended would attest. Full marks to Moira for hard
work and patience in organising it. This year sees the resumption of the Introduction to
Rockclimbing for new members after a time out last year. See Training update from Peter
Brown.

Munros — Correction and Apology

John Forsythe (ever vigilant for foibles of committees and such like) has informed us that
Demis Rankin did not in fact complete the 2nd Insh round of the Munros. That honour
belongs to George Barry of Glenageary, ex-IMC member, who completed in 1999, George
was a guest speaker at the SMC Centenary dinner to celebrate the first completion in 1901,
(Ed: I wonder 1f George would consider giving a slideshow to the club next Autumn?)

Library and Archive
While on a roll... John F also included a thank you to Barry O°Flynn and Dave Walsh for
contributions to the library and club archive respectively,

MCI

The rockelimbing committee of the MCI 1s organising an international climbing event at Fair
Head 7/% June. If you're interested in helping or attending contact Moira Creedon. This will
be an opportunity for young tigers to meet up with like-minded tigers from all over the UK.

Donation

Omitted from the last newsletter: The club raised €195 (£154) on raffling the rope donated by
the parents of Aisling Byrne a former member who died tragically young following a brain
haemorrhage. The money was donated to the Simon Conununity.

Drama on Ben Nevis

Four members were involved in a dramatic rescue from Tower Ridge on Ben Nevis on St
Patrick’s weekend. The trouble began when the IMC party of six became intermeshed with
two very slow English climbers. Progress was extremely slow in deteriorating conditions.
Eventually two IMC and one of the English climbers made 1t to the top near midnight. The
other five bivvied on the ridge and were rescued next day in abysmal weather. We look
forward to reading the details in the next issue.

James Aitken
Following his fall in Wales at the October bank holiday weekend, James 1s continuing to
make a full recovery and 15 well and truly back on his feet.
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HUT AT GLENDASAN - “BITING THE BULLET” =

Dear Editor,

Last November, before departing Dublin to take up a post in Clare, Penny Bartlett was
instrumental in organising a two-day first aid course catering specifically for mountain users.
Ten of us signed up, a healthy response. The course started promptly each morning at 9.30
(practically the crack of dawn for some of those attending) and was based at the new
Community Centre in the village of Laragh. That's less than a mile from the Club Hut. Yet
nobody opted to stay in the Hut and when [ queried this they looked at me in some surprise.
'Never even thought of it, sure what's the point anyhow, we can be home in less than an hour,
was the reply. It's not that these people are homebirds. Later that day, during the lunch break,
some were finalising arrangements for a weekend trip to Kerry, while others were putting the
finishing touches 1o plans for a week's climbing in Spain over the New Year period.

Do you get the picture? Do vou get the message? It's the same unpalatable message that's
been there for over twentv vears - the one we have steadfastly ignored. The fact is, the Hut
may as well not exist as far as the majonty of our members are concerned - it's irrelevant. And
ves, | am aware of, and acknowledge, the sterling work done by our Hut wardens and others
over the vears, in an effort to keep the Hut in good order. But it should be recognised that the
reason members shun the Hut has nothing whatever to do with the availability of flushing
loos, hot showers or any of the other creature comforts. We can sum up the reason in three
words: location, location, location. In these days of 'have car, will travel’, in an era when the
main roads leading out of Dublin are chock-a-block every Friday evening as people head
away for the weekend, it s surely something of an anachronism for a mountaineering club
that draws most of it's membership from the greater Dublin area to have it's one and only hut
on the fringes of the same arca. Down through the years there have been regular appeals to
members to make more use of the Hut, simply because it is there. These appeals have always
fallen on deaf cars and rightly so, in my opinion. As onc member succinetly put it: "'when we
go away for the weekend, we like to go away for the weekend'. And Glendaloch can no longer
he considered as 'away'. Like the Wicklow hills in general, 1t 18 somewhere to go when we
are not going away - ideal for a day trip, but too near to warrant a weckend. Take the Hut and
relocate it in the West, within a few miles of the Bens or "Turks, for example, or in Donegal or
Kerry and | guarantee you the pattern of hut usage would change.

The decision made fifty vears ago to purchase a hut in Glendalough was a good one - at that
time. It made sense then, when car ownership was the exception rather than the norm, and
most people worked a five-and-half-day week. Glendasan, Glenmalure and Aughavannagh
were all distant places then and were about as far away from Dublin as walkers or climbers
depending on the buses could hope to travel on a short weekend. The Hut was used regularly
in the fifties and sixties, but usage had tailed oft dramatically by the mid-seventies as more
cars came on the scene, the five day working weck became universal, roads were improved
and new crags were opened up around the country. That was twenty-five years ago and Hut
usage by members has never recovered - will never recover. Like it or not, our Hut has
outhved 1t's usefulness. If we need a hut at all, then we need, and deserve, a hut that is
stratepically located in an area that is attractive to members: a hut that will foster and
encourage the mims of the Club as set down in the constitution. A new hut in a new location
could be just the shot in the arm that the Club needs.

There are those who would argue that 1t would be unsound economics to sell the Hut just
now: it 18 worth a lot today but it will be worth even more in ten years time. Indeed, and it
will probably be worth more again in twenty vears tume. But worth more to whom? And 15
money what we are about? We are not a Tontine Society, nor are we sharcholders secking
dividends. So let's talk about value nstead. A Club Hut that 1s not utilised by Club members




is of no real value to the Club. ¥Yet, while the Hut plays no part in the week-to-wecek life of the
Club, it remains an ongoing burden on the Executive Committec and a potential drain on our
resources. The situation 1s further exacerbated by our continuing to pursue a policy of
operating the Iut as an independent hostel, providing cheap accommodation for outsiders,
particularly student groups - and most of this usage is unsupervised. Surely this is playing
with fire? Either way, it 1s hardly in line with what the Club was founded for, or the Hut
purchased for, all those years ago.

The reasons put forward for retaiming the Hut are based more on sentiment and self-interest
than on sound reasoning; have more 10 do with emotions than economics. By refusing to face
up to the facts, by our reluctance to grasp the nettle, are we older members not doing a
disservice to the Club? The problem of the Hut is out there, waiting to be tackled. The
question 1s - have we the stomach for it, will we bite the bullet?

Y ours etc
Gerry Moss

[£d: If vou have views on this important issue, don’t just keep them to youwrself. Write them
down and share them with members.]

Frank Doherty (**Doc”) 1944-2002 R.L.P.

My knowledge of Doc 1s limited to his five years in the IMC, 1965-70. [ came back from
India in 1965 and [ suppose 1 first climbed with him in 1966. 1 chimbed regularly with him for
the next few vears, in Ireland and Wales. 1 was trving to get back mnto rock-climbing after
vears In India and | got some good routes done with his encouragement. He was in Zermatt in
1967, and he will be remembered for having held Sean Rothery after Sean had been badly
imjured by a falling rock on the Alphubel. e was a member of the 1968 Expedition to
Tasermuut Fjord in South Greenland. We were a rather unlikely mixture of personalities on
that trip and I think many IMC members thought we wouldn’t get much done. In fact we
jelled as a group very well (I think perhaps the doubts of others helped the process). We
survived a week cooped up together in a small fishing boat stuck in the 1ce, made eight first
ascents including Cathedral, the local Matterhorn, enjoyed ourselves and had a lot of laughs.

Soon after that Doc seemed to disengage from the scene; he wasn’t around by the time we
went back to Tasermiut in 1971 and I've only seen him a couple of times since, most recently
at the 50" Anniversary Dinner.

He was a real "Dub”, cheerful and good company, with a repertoire of Ronnie Drew songs 1n
a rasping bass. A bit combative perhaps, and certainly outspoken, but without malice, He had
very little respect for “otffice™ workers; 1 passed muster only hecause he saw me in boots and
grubby donkey jacket working on the new Dun Laoghaire pmer.

Our smcere sympathy goes to his wife and family on his sad and unexpected death.

Joss Lynam
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ZERMATT & THE MATTERHORN 2001« *¢ =

R lyrianach

Kevin Byme

As we set out, in last week of July 2001, the weather reports coming back via fellow climbers
were none too encouraging and the web sites held little promise of better to come. We armved
in Zermatt on Friday moming after a forced overnight in Visp — having missed the last
connection from Zurich by three minutes. Crystal skies and a good forecast for the next day

sent us scurrying straight to Biner’s Bahnhof Hotel — our base for the holiday. We lost not
time in getting the gear sorted and heading off.

Up to the Rothorn Hut to keep a date we’d made in 1999 with the Zinalrothomn (4,221m).
Four hours to the hut wasn't bad but we still suffered from the altitude next day as we
struggled up the normal route. AD and feeling every bit of it, especially higher up. Luckily,
there were few enough people on the route — due to the icy conditions. The guidebook warns
of congestion on good days. The crux pitch, Biner’s Slab, was iced up and the ndge hgher up
was not greal either. But we were making steady progress. A lovely route, dramatic, a real
feeling of being in the high mountains. We had the summit to ourselves, giving us time to
relax, recall previous efforts and size up new possibilities. It felt great to be back.

Descent was slow, Several times the abscil rope got stuck and recovering it was tough. Storm
clouds gathered, followed quickly by torrential rain. But we didn’t care. We didn’t even care
that Sean had dropped his torch at the bergschrund that morning. “No, we're not going back
for it, we won’t get the climb done and it’s at least 200 feet down the slope™ Nor did we
regret the walking pole that got snagged during a tricky traverse and clattered off into the
abyss, No, just another hittle bit of bad luck. We’d had a fantastic day on a fantastic mountain.

The intensity of the night’s storm surprised all and left most things out of condition. Anyway
we were too worn out after 15 hours of effort to try anything on our second day. So, back to
the valley where we finally met our IMC friends — Moira, Sile, Gerry, Hugh and Michael.

Next day found us en route to Saas Grund and the Weissmies Hut, The weather was hot and
the forecast good for a few days. Our main objective was a traverse of the Fletchorn and
Lagpinhorn. At 3993m the Fletchorn is just short of 4,000m and gets fewer ascents than 1t
should. The guidebook recounts a proposal by some “Ballymagash™ style local pohtician to
build a seven-metre mound on the summit so as to reach the magic number! We were shightly
concerned that the route book in the Hut showed very few ascents of this or any of the other
main ridges nearby. But with such good weather things were bound to be improving.

And what a great day it turned out to be for Moira, Sean and I. Perfect conditions on the
Fletchorn followed by a challenging 400m ndge to the summit of the Lagginhomn. Being a
traverse there was a feeling of commitment. If the ridge was too icy, reversing the Fletchorn
waould be none too pleasant — steep snow slopes, lots of crevasses and a dangerous serac area
— while ahead was the uncertainty of not knowing the descent route off the Lagginhorn. A
[Dutch party turned back at the Fletchorn which meant we had the ridge to ourselves. The
chmbing was difficult enough to sustain interest and the sound of rockfall from the south face
of the Fletchom maintained atmosphere. The weather remained perfect until we summuted the
Lagginhorm when the mist just wouldn’t let us get decent photos. A straightforward descent
completed a memorable day. Back in the Hut Moira became a minor celebnty as “the Insh
girl who had done the Fletchorn ridge’, fielding queries on conditions and time etc. Next day,
though tempted by the north ridge of the Weissmies, we opted for the “voie normale’ - a
straightforward snow route with brilliant views. Two days, three fine peaks.



Back i1 Zermatt, the forecast was for one more good day. The rest of the team (plus Michael
Scott) had made their assault on the Matterhorn that day and as it turned out, two summited
and the other two almost did, If our luck held we too might make it. We set out hoping for a
delay in the onset of bad weather but by evening our hopes began to fade in showers of hail
and next morning they were well and truly dashed in swirls of cloud, rain and fresh snow. We
rose at 04,00 but went back to bed at 05.00. No one ventured onto the hill that day.

It takes several days for new snow 1o clear from the Homnli nidge so there was no point in
hanging about. We armived back to the valley just in time to change, eat and re-pack to follow
the others to the Testa Grigia Hut. They just don’t stop! A long trudge in deteriorating
conditions, during which we began to worry 1if we’d find the hut, was followed by a
memorable night...good food, good craic and a humdinger of a storm. Even Gerry and Hugh
stayed in bed next morning.. . well until about 7am! When we did finally set out it was ncar 9
o’'clock. The others headed on to another Italian hut while Sean and myself opted for the
Breithorn, Once again we were lucky enough to have the summit to ourselves. You don’t get
Zermatt’s easiest and most popular 4,000m summit to yourself very often!

Back n town, with a good forecast for one more day at least, our attention again focussed on
the Matterhorn and next day we were up at the Hornli in plenty of time to relax and
reconnoitre the beginning — essential if you’re to stay up with the game next morning. The
start of the ndge 1s complex and many parties destroy their chances before getting established.
The first hour or two are chmbed in the dark so you need to know what you're ahout.

This was our second serious attempt on the mountain - discounting the aborted effort of the
previous week. Bad weather had foiled us in 1999 just below the Solvay refuge. Now the
weather was definitely OK and we were hoping for better luck. Continuing a theme of the
holiday, we didn’t mind little bits of bad luck as long as we were fortunate when it mattered.
Little things like finding most of our food stolen when we returned from our recce!! Bastards!
All those nice swiss pastries we'd dragged up so we’d have something palatable to eat for
breakfast. And the hill food too - bananas, chocolate, orange drinks - all gone. Or like next
morming when I managed to empty my platypus by squeezing the nozzle under the rucksack.
Panic! Food you can do without but not water! Quick thinking and a thorough scavenging of
tables got the platypus replenished with warm water. Phew!!!

4.30am and the rush was on. Our decision to climb un-roped as far as the Solvay Hut was
good. It left us unhindered and able to keep pace with guided partics. The tension at the start
of the Homli is unmatched anywhere else. Evervone scrambling for position, fearful of losing
the route, being left behind, or unable to pass slower parties. The guides deliberately choose
not to mark the route. To do so would undoubtedly damage their business as well as
ENCOUTAEINg Incompetent parties.

The rocks just below the Solvay were treacherous, covered in a hoary frost. Everyone put on
crampons - too low down, not a good sign. The crampons brought about a transformation by
slowing everything up. A queue formed at the Moseley slab. Even the guides were sticking to
the normal route. Other lines are possible here but they weren’t attractive in the conditions.
We fought our way through - literally climbing through parties moving more slowly. [ was
sorely tempted to push one guy out of the way when he stopped at a particularly awkward
spot to take a photo. It was obvious they wouldn’t make 1t. Our cameras stayed put, all our
encrgies focussed on the climb. Time enough for photos later.

As the sun rose, the fallout became evident. Many parties strung out below and most were not
going to make it. Sean overheard one guide tell his client at the Solvay that it was too late to
make a summit bid! Not yet 7.30am, it was obvious the guide was taking the easy way out.
We had met his client the night before — a friendly American who had climbed all over the



world and who was impressed that we spoke very good English!!! He thought, naturally
enough, that Irish people spoke Irish! No doubt he was sorely disappointed not 1o make it.

Above the Solvay the route becomes maore obvious but more serious. The exposure increases
and the technical difficulties move up a notch also, Qur fear of congestion on the fixed ropes
didn’t materialise — on the ascent at any rate. Obviously there weren’t that many parties
ahead. Another bit of good luck brought about by poorish conditions. The fixed ropes were
difficult. Some were icy, making them harder to grip. A bitingly cold wind blew off the north

face and unspoken doubts began to creep in. But we were moving steadily and gradually the
summit drew nearer. Then suddenly we were on the final slope. Only a few guided parties had
passed us on the way down so it seemed we were doing quite well. Care was needed on the
last bit in the steep icy conditions.

Finally, we reached the summit. It was calm, the wind had died completely and the panorama
was wonderful. We shook hands, sniled, congratulated one another and shared the two
pastries that had escaped the thieves in the Hut. No one else on the swiss summit and just one
party leaving the Italian summit. Wow! Who would have expected this? Cameras finally out.
The pity was there was no one there to take a shot of the two of us. But who was
complaining? Alone on the summit of the Matterhorn on a perfect day. A moment to treasure
for a lifetime.

Despite the wonder of 1t all, the urge to descend intrudes very quickly. Most acaidents happen
on the descent and on the Matterhorn the time taken to descend is usually as much as on the
ascent, 1f not more. OQur ascent had taken around 7% hours and the descent was about to take
us as long. Parties still climbing up led to a bit of rope weaving and some holdups on the fixed
ropes. At one point I counted seven people belayed to one stanchion. Hate to see it on a busy
day! Some were absetling and we knew from previous experience how slow that could be.

The normal route on the Matterhorn 1s nowhere very difficult but it 15 relentless. From the
mtial fixed ropes to the very end it requires vigilance and concentration — especially 1n
descent. Seecing a helicopter carrying out a rescue on the ndge below us provided
conlirmation of this. Later we Jearned that the victims were a guide and his chient. The client
had slipped while the guide was setting up an abseil at the Solvay Hut and both had sustained
injuries...the guide’s much waorse than the client’s.

Reaching the Solvay Hut we were 1n senious need of refreshment, but we now knew we would
get down well betore dark — 1f not i1 time for the final cablecar. Uncertainty about the correct
route remained our constant companion. Seeing other parties above and below our line did not
help! But little by little the Hut drew near until at last at about 7.30pm we reached it. More
smiles, a rest and the phone calls home before setting out on the long walk down to Zermatt.
Encountering a large herd of native deer (ibex?”) below the silhouetted bulk of the mountain
provided a fitting memory as the light faded. The beauty of the hills, the brilliance of the stars,
the tranquillity and a sense of quiet satisfaction helped combat our weariness.

(ilancing out the window from Biners™ attic next morning revealed a wild scene of cloud, ramn
and wind. Yes, lady luck had been with us when 1t mattered. We curled up and went back
asleep. It takes a lot to replenish the tanks after 19 hours on the go.

The rains continued for several days effectively putting paid to any further ambitions but
betore leaving Zermatt we managed two more outings - a pleasant walk up the Rothom and
an ascent of Pollox assisted by the Kleine Matterthomn cablecar, God bless it!

Seven peaks, six over 4,000 metres, was a good haul by anyone’s standards. It was a great
haliday that won't be forgotten,



ALBERT SMITH 1816-1860.. ..

The sign ‘BOOK SALE’ in the window of the Hodges Figis bookshop in Dawson Street
tempted me inside. Facing the door was a table piled with books and the title of one of them
caught my eye. Killing Dragons - The Conguest of the Alps. Alps! Dragons! The words
brought me back to the 1960s,

As usual the Meets Secretary was trving desperately 1o complete his programme of lectures.
He comered me in McDonagh’s and browbeat me into promusing a lecture for the winter
session, What would 1 talk about? What indeed. 1 had a flash of inspiration, we were nearing
the centenary of the first ascent of the Matterhorn so why not a rehash of Whimper’s account
of the climb. 1t would take an hour or so to browse through Scrambles Amongst the Alps and 1
would have a ready made lecture. | could not have been more wrong.

Skimming through Whymper's book | came across references to earlier attempts on the
mountain. That whetted my interest and set me off tracking down the sources of his remarks
as ] wanted to know more. The Club’s library did not have the original publications so [ ended
up spending many hours in the National Library poring over old books and Alpine Journals.
As 1 accumulated material 1 changed the focus of the lecture. Instead of concentrating on the
first ascent of the Matterhorn I decided to cover of all the previous attempts to climb the
mountain, the successful attempt and the aftermath. To set the Matterhomn tragedy in context
required a survey of the history of climbing in the Alps.

The title of the lecture, The Siege of the Mauterhorn 1857-1865, encapsulated the dramatic
story of the protracted efforts to scale the mountain. With the addition of more than fifty
slides — a mixture of colour slides taken by myself over several seasons in the Alps and black
and white transparencies of old photographs, engravings and diagrams made for me by Peter
Healy — 1 had far more matenal than I could use in the time available for the lecture and I had
to cut back on the lesser characters involved in opening up the Alps. This meant I barely
mentioned Albert Smith, a contemporary of Tyndall, Forbes and Whymper. Although not
much of a clitmber, Smith was mountaineering’s first spin doctor. The public loved him but he
set the hackles of the more conservative members of the Alpine Club on end.

Most of the great peaks had been climbed on the first attempt but the Matterhom resisted all
assaults, Whymper, who was used to climbing mountains on his first onslaught, had to attack
the Matterhorn over half a dozen times before he was successful. One of the reasons the
Matterhormn held out so long was that the puides were convinced the peak was guarded by
spirits and dragons and held back from climbing the mountain. We may laugh at the
superstitious inhabitants of the Alpine regions but they were in good company. In the course
of my research 1 came across a reference citing a Doctor Johann Scheuchzer as an authority
on mountain dragons. The name rang a bell with me. There had been a Scheuchzer a
Professor of Physics at Zurich University who in 1708 published a book which established the
science of agrostology: for the uninitiated this is the study of the classification and genetics of
grasses. It turned out that Scheuchzer the botanist and Scheuchzer of the dragons were the
same man. In addition to his botamcal work Scheuchzer made a study of mountains and
glaciers and issued his findings in two volumes entitled ftinera per Helvetiae Alpinas
Regiones which may be translated as Jourmev through the Alpine Regions of Switzerland.
With my schoolboy Latin and the aid of dictionary I confirmed that Scheuchzer believed n
the existence of dragons though he never saw one himself. He carefully recorded descriptions
of the beast related to him by men who swore that they had seen dragons. Scheuchzer
dismissed their fire breathing ability as a myth but he could not decide whether winged and
wingless dragons were separate species or the male and female of the same species.




Scheuchzer was a highly respected academic and a friend of Gottfried Leibniz the renowned
philosopher and mathematician. If such a man believed in dragons 1s 1t any wonder that the
puides were wary of the Matterhom? Scheuchzer could have been right. The Alps were
largely unexplored and the dragons might have been the elusive Yetis of the age. After all, the
scientific world was certain the coelacanth was extinet for 60 million years and then to
confounded the experts the first of several was netted in the Indian Ocean in 1938

Whatever about dragons Albert Smith certainly existed, if anything larger than life. Although
I made only a passing reference to him in the course of the lecture he is worth a lecture
devoted to him alone. Born in 1816, the son of a doctor, at the age of nine he was given a
book The Peasants of Chamouni. That triggered his interest in the Alps. His father wanted
young Albert to follow in his footsteps and sent him to study medicine in Paris in 1838. The
first year he was in France he went to Chamonix. Travelling on the cheap he amived in
Chamonix perched on a pile of hay behind the coach driver. Smith was not impressed by the
Mer de Glace which he described as looking like a magnified ploughed field. However, he
liked the atmosphere of Chamonix and was enthralled by his first sight of Mont Blanc. He
could not afford to hire guides so he offered to act as porter to anyone attempting the
mountain. Smth found no takers and left Chamomix without climbing Mont Blanc.

Smith qualified as a doctor but his heart was not in it, he wanted to be an entertainer and 1o
this end constructed a panorama, the forerunner of the shde show. Panoramas were intended
to simulate the sensation of scanning an extensive land or scascape. The scene, in Smith’s
case views of the Alps, was painted on a long strip of canvass wound between two spindles
and would be slowly unrolled behind a frame or revealed in sections as the lecture proceeded.
Panoramas were very popular with the Victonans, one showing scenes of the Mississippl
bemng 370 metre long. Snuth’s lecture comprised excerpts from published accounts of ascents
of Mont Blanc together with his own comments on the movement of glaciers and the dangers
of the Grand Plateau on which he had never set foot. He toured with the show for three vears
and then turned to writing and journalism.

In 1849 he made a tnp to the Middle East and wrote a good book about his adventures in the
Levant. He devised another lecture based on his travels which he called *The Overland Trail”
describing a trip to India. A professional artist painted the panorama and Smith made a mint.
Every year since 1838 he had spent several weeks in Chamonix and in 1851, flush with
money to pay for guides, Smith achieved his ambition and climbed Mont Blanc.

At first he had a set back. Despite his affluence the guides would not take him; he was too fat,
his health was bad, and the weather was deteriorating but his luck changed. Smith tagged on
1o a party of three Oxford students and just as Whymper took over Haddow’s expedition to
the Matterhom, Smith took over leadership of the group. They set off on the 12th August with
sixteen guides and twenty porters to carry the supplies. Smith did not stint himself as can be
scen from the following list.

60 bottles of Vin Ordinare 6 Bottles of Bordeaux 10 bottles of St George
15 bottles of St Jean 3 bottles of Cognac 6 bottles of lemonade
2 bottles of champagne 20 loaves 4 wax candles

10 small cheeses 6 packets of chocolate 6 packets of sugar

4 packets of prunes 4 packets of raisins 2 packets of salt

6 lemons 4 legs of mutton 6 picces of veal

1 picee of beef 11 large fowls 35 small fowls

[ wonder what would he have taken had he been organising an expedition to the Himalaya?

They made an carly start with Smith nding on a mule and accompanied by a crowd of friends
and well wishers. Lventually the mule and the hangers on were sent home and the party



arrived at the Grand Mulets about four in the afternoon. They broke open the supplies and had
a feast after which they enjoyed themselves seeing how far down hill they could throw empty
wine bottles. They were joined by an Inshman {name not known) and his guide who had
followed their tracks. The newcomers were not made welcome and they had to bivouac
farther up the mountain. A little later an American called Vanstittart, a celebrated balloonist,
armived. He, too was shunted off. Smith was entranced by the scenery and 1t seems he was no
stranger to the pleasures of pot as he subsequently wrote that the sight was ‘more than the
rcalisations of the most gorgeous visions thal opium or hasheesh could evoke’. Conditions

were 50 pood Smith was convinced they could reach the summit of Mont Blanc in two hours.
They set off again at midnight but by the time they reached the Mur de la Céte Smith was on
his last legs. A glass of champagne revived him but not for long and the guides had to drag
him up the rest of the ascent like a bundle of firewood. At 9.00 a.m. crawling on his hands
and knees he made the summit and promptly fell asleep. Vanstittart also made the top but the
unknown Irishman had turned back. Were it not for Vanstittart, Smith’s would have been the
only account we have of the climb. The party stayed on the summit for half an hour during
- which Smith woke up, had several glasses of champagne, admired the view and then they set
off for the valley. At the Grand Mulets they finished off their provisions and hurried down to
Chamonix. Their return was even more spectacular than their departure. The locals and
visiting tourists lined the streets of the town cheering and waving. A band plaved, canons
fired off a salute and Sir Robert Peel hosted a boisterous celebration.

Smith wrote to the London Times to let the public know of his achievement and followed up
by publishing his journal giving a dramatic account of the ascent. He exaggerated the dangers
but omitted to say that he was the last to reach the summit and had been hauled up most of the
way. That did not stop him mounting a new show *The Ascent of Mont Blanc’ that ran for six
years. John Ruskin, an admirer of mountains rather than a mountaineer, was in Chamonix
when Smith returmed from Mont Blane and he was not amused. He was convinced that Smith
had done a disservice to mountamneering and to the Alps by his vulgar display and the
accldent on the Matterhom umitated him further. Although a member of the Alpine Club he
rchuked climbers in one of his books.
You have desmsed nature, that 15 to say, all the deepest and sacred sensations of
natural beanty. You have made racecourses of the cathedrals of the earth. The Alps,
which your own poets used to love so reverently, you look upon as soaped poles in
bear pardens, which you set yourselves to chmb and shide down with shrneks of
delight.
While Ruskin was not amused, both Queen Victoria and her consort Prince Albert
commanded private showings of “The Ascent of Mont Blanc’. Smith became a local hero in
Chamonix where he was welcomed on his return each year with a cannonade. He contributed
to several public works in Chamonix and organised relief funds when the village was ravaged
by floods and fire in the 1850s.

There 1s even more about Albert Smith’s activities in Killing Dragons. It is a good read and
does not neglect the lesser known climbers, weirdos and nutters that flocked to the Alps.
There are plenty of books relating the activities of famous Alpinists and Killing Dragans fills

the gaps in the record left by other writers. You can get the paperback for €11.41, or persuade
the Librarian to acquire it for the Club. It is by Fergus Fleming and the hardback edition is
published by Granta Books.

I will finish with a quotation from Murray’s 1851 puide book, *It 18 a somewhat remarkable
fact that a large proportion of those who have made this ascent [Mont Blane] have been
persons of unsound mind’. Aren’t we all!

Barry O Flynn



The Mountains of My Life — Walter Bonatti

Published by Random House (Modern Library) 2001. Series Ed: Jon Krakauer
Paperback. 440 pp. ISBN-375-75640-X €14.60
Review by Kevin Byme

“Walter Bonatti”. The very name fires the imagination and inspires awe and wonder. The

Bonatti Pillar on the Dru, winter ascent of the Grandes Jorasses; a key role on the first ascent
of K2: new direct route on the Matterhorn North Face, solo and in winter; the tragedy on the
Central Pillar of Freney, Mont Blanc. The list goes on and on.

Bonatti was born in Italy in 1930, began climbing in his late teens and after a dazzling career
ceased extreme climbing abruptly in 1965 after his solo new direct route on the Matterhorn
(coincidentally the 100" anniversary of the first ascent). Though he published many books, he
permitted just two to be translated into English. For that reason, we in the Enghsh speaking
have been largely denied the writings of and controversies surrounding this climbing
phenomenon who has been at odds with the climbing establishment for nearly 50 years. His
reason for refusing, until now, to permit English translations was that the existing two
translations were not faithful to the original Italian in certain key respects. Reading this
volume it is easy 1o understand why he took this stance and why it was only through s
personal friendship with an Australian surgeon, Robert Marshall, that he gained the
confidence to allow his wntings to be translated.

The main source of controversy surrounding the man and the reason for his apparent super-
sensitivity is the role he played as a young climber in the first ascent of K2 in 1954, In 2002 it
is difficult for us to appreciate the politics and national pride that surrounded the first ascents
in that decade of many of the great summits — the British on Everest, the Germans on
Kangchenjunga, the French on Annapurna etc. The first ascent of K2, the second highest and
most difficult of the 8000m peaks was a source of national pride 1n Italy and 1t was importam
that 1t should not be diminmished by controversy. ltalian sucecess on K2 made national heroes of
Lacedelli and Compagnom, the first ascentiomsts, while Bonatti was ostracized, accused of
attempting to steal the hmelight by poing for the top himself and in the process putting the life
of his Hunza porter Mahdi in danger. Mahdi suftered terrible frosthite after an open air bivvy
at 8,100m; Bonatti in contrast escaped unscathed. In a painstaking manner reminiscent of a
good thriller, the real story is uncarthed and presented in the book. Suffice it to say that after
all the vears of controversy including legal actions, Bonatti’s account of what happened was
finally verified and lis name cleared. The sad part 1s that it took 40 years for this to happen.

While the whole K2 saga 15 central to the book, 1t 1s also a collection of Bonatti's writings and
the recounting of so many of his other climbs in the Alps and further aficld make fascinating
reading in their own right. The writings, in subject matter and in style, are a link with the
period in between the Wars when so many of the great north face routes were first ascended,
The writing style may seem dated but this does not detract in any way from the achievements.

Bonatti in his prime was simply awesome. His audacity, strength, skill and determination set
him apart from other highlv successtul and accomplished climbers of his era. While his roles
In climbs where companions penshed, while he himself survived, was subject to criticism at
the time what comes across now 1s that Bonatt was simply in a league of his own. The
recounting of the Freney Pillar tragedy makes particularly sad and compelling reading.

Definitely worth adding to your collection.
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ICE CLIMBING IN MALTA - CONOR BURNS! VERSION i i

My memory i1s hazy at present, but | seem to recall that it all started at Frankfurt airport, whcn
Moira mumbled the immorntal words, SORRY CONOR BUT THE GATE’S THIS WAY .
[ can’t think of anything else she said that quite set the tone for the week head, as we
stumbled blindly ahead, into the Maliatal.

| should have awoken the joys and possibilities of Ice climbing, only to remember that our
bags had headed to a different airport, so we decided to head up the valley to catch a flavour
of the area. WE DIDN'T GET VERY FAR, as it snows a lot in the mountains in winter and
vou really need winter tyres and chains. What the guidebook describes as a two-minute walk
in turned out to be a 45min trudge through snow. Anyway we armived back to the Hut (tired
and wet), only to discover that our luggage hadn’t arrive, so feeling a little down we headed
out the dinner. | don’t think anything 1s as good as cheap food and drink to cheer you up, and
feeling better we headed back o the hut to discover the bags.

Saturday mourning Maoira jumped out of bed quite refreshed afier what SHE could only
describe as a good night’s sleep, headed over to the bags and geared up. We where luckily in
a way that Klaus, the owner of the hut was a climber and had had gear to rent out, so we
obtained ice screws and crampons and headed to the hills.

We found ourselves standing in front of a 400m grade 3,111 Ice Fall called Strannerbach. As |
geared up I was filled with a wonderful feeling of NOT WANTING TO BE HERE, but as
with all moments of panic, pride took over and | started to lead. The plan was simple - walk
up to a steep section, place a screw as high as possible, and solo only stopping when a steep
section 1s over. As plans go it was a flawed gem, as it worked wonders until I ran out of rope.

As with all first days climbing we learned loads that day, important lessons that will stand the
test of time, like why all the locals elimb with 60m ropes, why all the ice climbers we met had
done courses, and why ONE should never EVER leave axes on top of an absail pitch...

On the second day, we tned to climb a route called Super Max II, 3 which the guide book
described as casily located, with a 10 minute walk in. We got lost.

We found a delighttul 3 pitch grade 2 climb, that would make fantastic route in better
conditions. Twao days later when weather improved we found out where we should have been,
as I looked at a route that I'll go back for.

Day 3 found us hooked up with a guided party as they drove us to a different valley, to a route
that 1 can only describe as the most enjoyable thing 've ever climbed in my life. The route
was 200m with 2 steep climbing sections, the last 50m starting around 75% and finishing with
a 15m 85% face. That one-day made the whole trip worth while and afterwards 1 was quite
happy to let Moira head off with the guided group for a day’s frantic lesson.

We finished the week on Strannerbach, as I climbed a steeper vanant to the right, following a
Dutch team of two. This was to be my day of free tuition, as Johann corrected my otherwise
flawless technique. I had a strange feeling at the end of the day, with Johann telling me that
with a bit of work 1 could climb all the classics in the area, but realizing that in getting there,
we could have killed each other on the first day.

That said, I promised not to mention the room, the lost credit card, the wrong thght, the
crampons (hand luggage), the lack of tyres, or for me the scariest part of the trip, a white out
at bam in the mourning on an autobahn during the trip home.




[ ICE CLIMBING IN MALTAT = MOIRA'CREEDONVERSIONI

St 5 T A, Pl A e

The Valley of the Frozen Waterfalls
Sorry to disappoint vou all, but despite the combination of Burns and Creedon, there are no
helicopters in this article. Yes, we managed to have plenty of disasters on the trip, but they
were all of the non-climbing variety, and as such will remain strictly the subject of good pub
ZOSSI.

The peaceful village of Malta lies at the entry to the Maltatal, in the Hohe Tauern National
Park in the Austrian Alps. The area described as “the valley of tumbling water™ is one of the
most beautiful areas in Upper Carinthia. We chose the area despite being unable to find
anyone who had actually been there, on the basis of the wide range of climbing grades
available, and the idvllic pictures painted in the descriptions we found on the web - all, with
the wisdom of retrospect, entirely justified.

Entering the Maltatal, especially when the whole area is buried under deep snow, you have an
inescapable feeling of going off the edge of the planet. The U-shaped valley gradually
transforms as vou enter, into a narrow canvon. Here the glacial melting water flows from
above, fed by smaller streams, tumbling down steep walls to create the dramatic waterfalls
which charactense the region.

In the summer, the valley tarts itself up for the tourism trade as a haven for family holidays,
offering all the cliché images of Austria. In the winter the tourists and the kitsch disappear,
the waterfalls freeze, and the village and valley are quietly transformed into a paradise for
climbers. The only visitors in the village at this time of vear are other ice climbers — mainly
from Austria and Holland, and we were told we had the honour of being the first Irish known
to visit. The nearest skiing is down in Spittal, far enough away to be oblivious to it, and also
to make it very easy to get winter accommaodation in Maltatal. Yet near enough to casily go
skiing in the unlikely event that you need a break from climbing. There is a feeling of
complete remoteness as you enter the valley tself, with only an occasional fleeing deer
disturbing the silence.

Late this January, on a miserable Dublin night with three good pints inside me at the Church
House, I rashly piped up with enthusiasm when the notion of an ice-climbing trip to the Alps
was aired. A few weeks later 1 found myself standing at the bottom of a waterfall, stanng
nervously at the wall of ice in front of me, clutching desperately at a pair of ice axes as if they
could save me from inevitable doom, wondering where | had gone wrong in life to end up
here. With the enthusiasm of the true novice, we decided on the very first day to tackle
Strannerbach (Named 1 am told after a local and unlikely climber), a 400m grade 3 icefall.
Standing at the bottom that first morning, it looked like the most intimidating undertaking 1
had ever pone ncar in my life. We both probably felt equally nervous, and so hid behind the
familiar rituals of preparing ropes and gear — anything to defer the evil moment. Qur spirits
rose on the first pitch when we retrieved a forgotten Black Diamond screw and extender -
which probably paid for half the tnip! As the complete beginner [ followed up the climb after
Conor, hacking desperately at the ice for dear life, with only the most rudimentary notion of
how to use the axes properly, and hauling mvself up using every cunce of strength. We toiled
through about nine pitches in all, including thankfully, some mercifully easy sections, where
the sensation of being permanently in life threatening danger temporarily receded. The harder
sections were probably around 75 degrees, but of course 75 degrees on ice feels like 90
degrees on rock!

We reached the top of the climb by about 3.30 in the afternoon, but with daylight unul only
5.30, there was no ume for complacency, as we started to abscil back down instantly. As
beginners. the climb had left us both completely exhausted, so by about the fourth abseil



down our brains had pretty much ceased to function clearly. Remembering which rope to pull
(and there are only two for Gods sake) became an insurmountable intellectual challenge. We
also realised that there was a very good reason why most local climbers seemed to climb with
60m ropes, as we found ourselves several times ending very disconcertingly far from the
nearest absei] point with our 50m ropes. That night, walking to the restaurant in the village —a
5 minute walk past the village dairy — seemed like a major expedition, as every muscle in my
body ached and complained hitterly.

One of the factors which made our trip a real pleasure, and very easy to organise, was the
chance to stay with Klaus and his wife Gerhilde. Klaus himself i1s a top class climber and
skier, with Denali among other peaks under his belt. His pension 1s used as base by the
Austrian Alpine Club to run their courses, and also as test centre for Austna Alpin, the gear
manufacturers, to test their gear. This meant that despite managing to lose all of our luggage
somewhere in the bowels of Frankfurt Airport, we were able to chimb as Klaus has all relevant
equipment for rent or in many cases for sale at factory prices. It also meant that we had
detailed local advice on the current condition of the vanous climbs, particularly essential in
the case of waterfall clumbing, as some climbs simply disappear if there has been inadequate
rainfall aver the winter, or not enough long cold spells. Accommodation was extremely good
value, and pretty luxunious with great breaktfasts and en suite bathrooms. They even produced
a great personal collection of English books — the usual books left behind by other travellers
were all in German, as we were their first English speaking guests. [dealistic vegetarians
might however have a problem with the décor. In stnctly traditional Austrian style, the wall of
the house are literally lined (somewhat to Klaus® embarrassment) ceiling to floor with the
skulls of dead deer, young and old, leaving us wondering how any had survived 1o greet us in
the valley, These were inherited with the house, and predate the current climbing household
by decades. Klaus™ other business interest 15 a video production company in Graz, which he is
using armong other things to produce a tuition video for ice climbing. We just missed our
chance to star in the video as incompetent beginners by a couple of days, but will pget a copy
as the ultimate souvenir of the valley.

Staying with the family also made it very easy for me to organise a day of top class and
extremely good value tuition. All the local puides were staying with Klaus, and the puides and
the handful of chimbers very quickly formed a single happy and exhausted family. Evening
entertainment in Malta 1s pretty limited, but interest in anything wild 15 decidedly low after
climbing all day. Night time activities consisted of collapsing into the sauna, eating massive
quantitics of food, and watching slideshows back in the house showing high speed ascents of
the North Face of the Eiger and Grand Jurasse, and more endearingly a failed attempt on the

Matterhorn where one of the climbers dropped his ice axe (an easy thing for the best of us to
do...).

One of the most attractive features of the valley is that almost all possible grades and
formations can be found in the region. So for the energetic beginner there is plenty to do, and
there are plenty of chimbs that are perfect for technical training. The guidebooks blithely say
no walk-1ns, but of course that depends on the weather conditions. For the first couple of days
we tried coaxing our little car up the main valley, only to admit defeat, curse our summer
tyres, and resign ourselves to a three quarter hour walk in. Because the only visitors in the
valley are climbers, by day three you know everybody else, so we were able to cadge lifts
from those who had the foresight to bring chains. Driving times are however very short — all
climbs are within about 4km of the village.

There are two main sections to the valley, Gross Graben, more difficult to access in extreme
winter weather, is given very little detailed description in the English-speaking guides. This
valley has two stunningly beautiful falls of around 200 m, approx. grade 3 standard,
culminating in impressive near vertical last pitches at the top. The main valley has plenty of
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accessible grade 2 and 3 climbs, and plenty of more demanding options for the ambitious such
as Kathedrale at grade 5-6, and some scrious challenges in the form of Fallbach and
Schleierwasserfall — two massive waterfalls which have only been climbed in folklore, where
the guides beg anyone who manages to climb them to please leave some route mmformation
behind!

The tuition, in my case at least, transformed the whole cxperience guite radically. The
technique was all aimed at a more intelligent use of strength and energy, and chimbs that

would have temfied and exhausted me before taking classes, felt quite manageable once the
penny had dropped on a couple of basic 18sues regarding axe and crampon placement.

To see the difference we went back on the last day and reclimbed our old friend Strannerbach
with our new friends Hannecke and Johann from Utrecht. Apart from wondering how Dutch
people can get so depressingly good at climbing, we had a fantastic day, as I comtfortably
walked up sections of the climb I would have not considered without a top rope on day one.
Arriving at the top feeling perfectly relaxed, the abseil down together was fun — having

Johann's 60m ropes probably helped. That might I basked in an exhausted sense of a

successful trip.

Getting there:

The village of Malta can be reached easily from the airports of Munich, Salzburg, Trieste or
Klagenfurt. I would strongly recommend heeding the guidebooks when they say that chains
are highly desirable as the road into the valley itself 1s not cleared and is often very 1cy. We
innocently picked up the cheapest car we could find at Munich airport, and would have
missed out on half of the climbs is we were not lucky enough to get lifts for much of the
week.

Ryanair fly to Salzburg and Trieste, both of which are very short driving distance away (1.5

hours approx). Lufthansa had reasonably priced seats to Munich, which is approx. 3 hours
away.
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- Gerry Moss
The north wind doth blow and we shall have snow,
And what will the swallow do then, poor thing?
Oh, do you not know? He's gone long ago
To a land that is warmer than ours, poor thing!

Rlowing Hot and Cold. Sitting in shirtsleeves on Lug, leaning back against the warm rocks
of the summit cairn, soaking up the sunshine, it was hard to belicve it was late October.
Overbead, against the backdrop of a clear blue sky, a steady trickle of swallows drifted slowly
southwards. You know, there was a time when these birds used to bail out at the end of
September, but who could blame them for lingering on, with temperatures as they are
nowadays. Later the same day, as we descended off the cliffs of Ben Leagh, dropping down
from the sunwashed slopes into the shadows of Barravore, we could hear stags belling at the
head of Glenmalure, A stiming, evocative sound and one [ always associate with cold days,
frosty nights and the onset of winter in the hills. As we drove home 1n the dusk that evening
huge flocks of rooks passed overhead, heading for their traditional winter gathering place in
the woods bordenng the Roundwood reservoir. Shirtsleeves and summer temperatures on
Lug;, migrating swallows; rutting stags and rooks at their winter roost - hard to know whether
you are coming or going these days. Those who know about these things tell us that 1t's all
down to global warming.

Well, that's as maybe, but there wasn't much evidence of warming, global or otherwise, In
Zermatt during the summer just gone. A week after we had established ourselves 1n the attic
at the Hotel Bahnhof, Frl. Biner called around to visit. Now almost eighty vears of age, this
gracious lady presided over affairs at the Bahinhof for more than fifty years, dispensing advice
and generally looking after the interests of climbers. She was moving a little slower, looked a
little more frail than when last we met but was still as bright as a button, thank God. Dunng
her visit she confided in me that this was the first time in three weeks that she had ventured
out of her apartment, Too cold, too windy, too wet, Summer has not yet come to Zermatt, she
remarked sadly.

It was that kind of alpine season: a couple of good days here, a spell of bad weather there and,
judging from Declan's slide show on the MCI meet to the Bregaglia, conditions were the same
all over the Alps. You just had to make the best of it, get on with things, prab what you could,
when vou could. On the morning we bid adicu to Zermatt, Sean and Kevin set out for the
Hornli Hut on their second attempt at climbing the Matterhom. A cool, showery day offered
little hope of a successful outcome, but you know how it is - once vou are in Zermatt you can't
lgnore it - you have to give it a go. The blooming thing is there at every hand's turn; 1t looms
above the town; dominates the landscape; beckons you on.

A week earlier, during a spell of unsettled weather, they had left Zermatt, with Moira, for the
more tractable peaks of Saas Fec and succeeded in chimbing the Fletschhorn, Lagginhom and
Weissmies while there. They were only gone, however, when the weather improved in
Zermatt. Having just returned from an ascent of the Nadelhom we were in a position to avail
of this brief window for a crack at the Matterhom. Conditions on the Homnli nidge had
improved somewhat during the first week of our holhiday but were still far from perfect, with a
good deal of snow on the upper section.

As | had climbed the Homli previously we had been planning to have a go at one of the other
ridges, but they remained out of condition, so the Hornli ridge 1t had to be. However, 1 must
say | found it more enjovable this time than i1t had been on the last occasion: the lower section
was dry and clean as a whistle; the snow on the upper section was old and well-compacted -






