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THE NORTH-EAST PILLAR OF THE 
WETTERHORN1 

BY J. 0. TALBOT 

(One illustration: no. I2) 

HE Wetter horn North-east Pillar: a magnificent series of slabs, 
overhangs and walls just waiting to be climbed. It did not have to 
wait long, for we took our opportunity in a spell of brilliant 

weather. A beautiful app!oach through the woods of the Schwarzwaldalp, 
up a bone-hard snow-cone and on to the smooth rocks above. No 
difficulties here, and we made quick progress over small walls and easy
angled slabs. Naturally this could not last long, and soon the climbing 
required strict attention, slab after slab with an increasing sparseness of 
holds. Our direct line suddenly stopped, the route being barred by 
impossible overhangs. Any route to the left was out of the question, 
nothing but bald slabs dominated by forbidding overhangs. The only 
possibility was a traverse to the right into the unknown. Tricky going 
here: a greasy slab, a quick step up on to a higher overlapping slab with 
tiny holds, then a traverse. No peeling off: the large undercut overhang 
immediately below deterred any such tendencies. A tiny piton and 
further traversing; a piton hammer is not really effective in nicking out 
footholds. A difficult rib led up to a possible break in the overhangs 
above: an overhanging Verschneidung. What fine climbing! The 
difficulties ease off, and we come on to friendly slabs. Amazing slabs 
these, both in size and quality, but soon we come to the foot of the 
First Pillar. Delicate climbing passing a corner, then a spectacular 
swinging traverse over the Hengsternbach. The main· drawback with 
downward swinging pendulums is that up-swinging is not quite so easy 
when you go back. An open crack quickly took us to an impressive
looking pitch where a vertical tile-formed wall barred the way. Nothing 
to the left or to the right; no place for a piton; and the rock certainly 
would not take a bolt. It was ridiculous to be turned back at this 
stage was out of the question. It must go and it went; but it was even 
more desperate than it looked. Easier cracks and chimneys took us 
high up on to the Pillar, until we were forced to traverse to the right. 
It was an extremely unpleasant place, the first bad rock we had encoun
tered, and pitons came out as easily as we put them in. No further 
difficulties; and we made our way up over scree-covered rock to the foot 

1 The first ascent of this route was made by Martin Epp and J. 0. T albot, 
July 29 /30 to August 2 /3, 1963. See ' Expeditions ', infra, p. 133. 
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of the Second Pillar. A wonderfully flat terrace, with water laid on near 
by, gave a splendid bivouac site overlooking the Scheidegg. The route .. 
had so far taken us the best part of fourteen hours. 

A somewhat prolonged breakfast; but eventually we were on our way. 
A series of difficult, strenuous cracks started the day. Complications 
immediately on the first pitch, as it was more than a 40 m. run-out. 
Desperate calls for more rope; no more rope; futile efforts to climb with 
two rucksacks. Shouts, pleadings, curses, all to no avail competition 
with the roar of melting water and falling ice from the Hengstern glacier 
is futile. We were now thoroughly warmed up, and able to tackle the 
climbing efficiently. What splendid climbing it was: cracks, traverses 
and walls in succession, and nearly all free. Unfortunately it all seemed 
to be over too quickly, and we were soon standing on enormous, flat 
slabs the top of the Second Pillar. What an ideal place for a good rest 1 
Everything began to come off ropes, ironmongery, boots, socks, 
everything bar one item kept on for the sake of modesty. An ideal time 
also to take stock of the situation, whish was by no means good. We were 
short of food but, more important, we were sadly deficient in pitons and 
wedges. There was obviously difficult climbing ahead, and how long it 
should take was anyone's guess. Retreat downwards was out of the 
question; we should have to try and traverse on to the Hengstern glacier 
higher up. The exit was not easy. An overhanging ice-wall and steep, 
piled up seracs behind; and we only had one ice-hammer, one pair of 
crampons and two ice-screws. It was a fearful drag to theW ellhornsattel, 
and darkness soon overtook us on the Wetterkessel. No thoughts of 
bivouacking here; the prospect of nice, warm blankets and perhaps some 
borrowed food drove us on to the Dossen hut. Happily, both prospects 
were realised. 

From the hut we made an early start, well equipped with food, 
pitons and all other necessaries. A convenient rock jammed in a narrow 
crevasse solved the problem of abseiling over the ice-wall, and once 
again we were on the Pillar. An obvious crack led up to a good stance ; 
but where from here ? This was the Scheidegg face, nothing but great 
smooth walls. The exposure was amazing. Directly up seemed the only 
possibility. A wonderful short pitch of extreme delicacy led to a tiny 
stance. No sign of any break, so up direct again the thing was bound to 
ease off somewhere. The climbing was free at first, then artificial; then 
there were no more cracks, only smooth, hard limestone. Bolts are a 
necessary evil. A delicate traverse to the left on to a small, sloping ledge; 
then directly up to a good stance. What a magnificent pitch but no 
time to stop, as it was growing dark; we wanted to find a good bivouac 
site with water, as we were parched. Two hole-like overhangs were 
quickly climbed, then at last a series of short walls and easier rock took 
us to the top of the Pillar. Disillusionment yet another buttress 
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loomed directly above us in the failing light. It looked fearfully hard. 
How much of this Pillar could there be ? That could only be determined 
on the morrow; at present we had to bivouack where we were. An 
unpleasant night on top of a knob of rock, the only flat place; no water, 
no tea, too dry to eat. 

A very early start; and we were overjoyed to find that the buttress 
went by a direct crack. The dark had given false impressions we had 
feared long bouts of artificial on poor rock. The climbing eased, and 
we made a mad rush up to a melting snow patch; helmets, cups, water 
bottles, every improvised container was used to collect the precious 
liquid. One glorious hour of brewing tea; then a short scramble over 
easy rocks led to a snow saddle and the final pitches of the Scheidegg 
Wetterhorn. Unfortunately we were now bombarded with blocks of 
ice detached from the upper slopes by the sun's warmth. No place to 
dally here. We crossed the schrund, and wasted no time in climbing 
the ice-slope above, moving together as fast as possible. Above the ice 
the broken rocks presented no problems and we were soon on the top, 
blissfully lazing in the sun and admiring the view. 
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