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DOWN IN THE VALAIS:
trekking Switzerland's southern Alps

This alpen glen, Pra Gras near Arolla, has a beautiful view of Mt. Collon.

It began with a few seconds ofvideotape: an aerial view of an
octagonal wooden hut, perched

precipitously on a jut of rock,
ringed by a crown of mountain
peaks. The clip was seven seconds
in length, perhaps; one in a series
of shots of Swiss Alpine Club huts

0 shown in a Rand-McNally video,
-Trekking the Alps." Tony and I
both gasped when we saw it. The

video, shot from a helicopter,
wheeled around from the side of
the hut, and then suddenly the
mountain dropped away as we
floated above an expanse of valley
sweeping out and down towards
forever. Our hearts were in our
throats. The top of the world; that
was why we were going to Switzer-
land, wasn't it? To see the original
Big Mountains,

(continued on next page)

A LOOK BACK AT 1995:
Reflections from your

chairman
Usually getting out of my

sleeping bag on a cold morning
and barely feeling my numb fingers
on some climb later that day
remind me that the climbing
season is ending, to be followed by
a winter of climbing at the gym
and catching up on things I put off
all year. I didn't actually climb
much this year, but our Up Rope
editors were quick to remind me
about deadlines for this December
issue, and hence my reminder that
not just the climbing season, but
1995, is ending soon.

I thought rd be able to
start off this year-in-review article
with something like "I can't believe
it's already the end of the year."
But in reviewing my notes and the
Up Rope newsletters from the past
year, I can't believe all that's
happened in the last year. It
seems like some of the things were
so long ago.

The Mountaineering Section
accomplished a lot over the past
12 months, and many of my
personal goals for the year were
met. But as seems to be the rule,
once one thing is done, two more
come up to take its place. Here
are some of the highlights of the
past year:

(continued on page 8)



where it all began. And this hut
was definitely the top of the world.
This was a must-do, sometime in
our two-week July trip.

But where was it? The
video didn't identify anything about
it, the only thing we knew was that
It was in Switzerland, and at the
top of a mountain. Not big dis-
criminators when it comes to Swiss
huts.

other region of the Alps. The Dom,
Monte Rosa, the Matterhorn, and
the Dent Blanche, are just a few of
the better-known mountains found
in the canton. One fifth of the
Valais is covered by glaciers; it
hosts 45 of the 135 official Swiss
Alpine Club huts.

The Valais is the third-
largest province in the country,
one of 23 "cantons," each with its

The summit of the Mettelhont provides a 360-degree panorama of the Alps,
including the Matterhorn.

L
uckily, the hut's distinctive
shape and the ridge it
clutched gave us enough

clues that, with a big color guide
to Swiss huts (and about 1,238
rewinds) we were able to identify it:
the Cabane de Bertol, 3,311m
(10,863 ft.), perched between the
Col de Bertol and the Col de la
Tsa, at the end of the valley called
the Val d'Herens, in the Valais
region of Switzerland. Now, all we
had to do was find out where that
was, and how to get there.

Home of 4,000-meter

peaks
There are more 4,000-meter

peaks in the Swiss Valais than any

own distinct identity, culture, and
dialect. It is called Valais by its
French speaking peoples in the
west, and Wallis by the German
speakers to the east.

Five major valleys run
south like ribs from the great
swath of the Rhone valley, which
forms the backbone of the south-
western lying Valais. The valleys
are wide enough to accomodate
chains of small towns, decreasing
in size and population as you
travel south to the inevitable
terminus of a great glacier's toe.

We chose a town up the
valley a little way from the Cabane
de Bertol. For hikes and climbs,
you couldn't ask for a better
location than Evolene. From

Evolene, it's only a 30-minute bus
ride to Arolla, where most of the
hikes we chose began. Arolla is the
true climbers' town—two guide
shops, a restaurant, a dozen rental
condos and not much else.

Evolene has a sense of
identity, independent from the
tourist trade, that few of the towns
in the Val d'Herens have been able
to preserve. For our purposes, it
had the perfect combination of
romantic charm, small-town
friendliness, and practical conve-
nience that we wanted in a home-
base.

•

One guide book we used,
"Walking Switzerland the Swiss
Way," lists 12 different day treks in
the Val d'Herens alone, many of
which are hikes to launching
points for greater ascents. For the
mountaineer, eight huts are scat-
tered through the valley, providing
some of the finest climbing in the
Alps: the Dent D'Herens (4,171m;
13,685 ft.), the Bouqetins (3,838m;
12,592 ft.), Mont Blanc de Cheilon
(3,870m; 12,697 ft.), Mont Colon
(3,637m; 11,933 ft.), the Pigne
d'ArolLa (3,796m; 12,455 ft.) and
the Dent Blanche (4,357m; 14,295
ft.), to name a few.

One of the most spectacu-
lar views we had on our entire trip
was an easy half-day hike—and it
was free! If this peak was in the
Bernese Oberland, you can bet you
would pay $50 to take the train to
the top. The Pic d'Artsinol com-
mands a dramatic 360 degree
view—the Rhone valley and the
expanse of the Bernese alps in
front of you, and behind you,
peeking up above the mountain
range of the Val d'Herens, the Dent
Blanche and the tip of the
Matterhorn.

Every day we hiked to
another amazing view, stretching
our legs in preparation for the
4,000 ft. ascent to the Cabane de
Bertol. After rainy weather in the
Bernese alps, we wanted to be
careful to pick a clear day for our is
climb of the small Bertol glacier,
both for visibility and traction.
Fortunately, the Bertol glacier was
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uncrevassed and didn't require
crampons or ice axes.

• The Cabane de Bertol
We went up to the Hut of Our

Dreams on our next to the last
day, reserving two spaces in the
bunks for that night. We couldn't
miss the chance to stay in a hut,
even though it promised to be the
most miserable night's sleep we
had ever had. It was a long hard
slog to the top, and we were glad
we wouldn't have to turn right
around and go back down.

Tony and I didn't realize
what flatlanders we really were
until we sat on the patio at the
Cabane de Bertol and watched
wave after wave of weary moun-
taineer come in, unpack, strip off
wet layers of clothes and socks,
only to collapse against a pack and
catch a nap in the warm sun. We
made several friends; weekend
mountaineers from England and
more-experienced Dutch climbers,
who shared stories of their climbs
in the region. We vowed to come
back, loaded with gear and experi-
ence.

•

•

Zinal and the
Val d'Anniviers

With a few days to spare before
we had to return to Zurich and fly
home, we next headed for the little
town Zinal at the top of the Val
d'Anniviers, which Key Reynolds of
the Cicerone Walking Guides fame
simply raved about. Tony also
voted for Zermatt. We had to see if
It was as bad as all the books said.

It finally rained once while
we were in the Valais, and it
happened to be on the hike Key
Reynolds described as "the walk I
would choose... if I were to be
restricted to only one day's walking
in the whole of the Valais region."

The Roc de la Vache hike
from Zinal would undoubtedly
have been spectacular if we had
been able to see anything. Still,
between clouds, we could pick out
the valley floor nearly 3,000 ft.

below us, and a bit of the view at
the end of the valley, where the
path to the Cabane de Mountet
wrapped around the Besso moun-
tain and the Glacier de Zinal. The
hut is the staging ground for
several glacier crossings and
ascents of the Zinakothorn
(4,221m; 13,849 ft.), Ober
Gablehom (4,063m; 13,331 ft.),
Point de Zinal (3,789m; 12,432 ft.),
and the Tete Blanche (3,724m;
12,218 ft.), among others. We
would have loved to spend a day
sitting on the front porch of the
Cabane, watching the climbers ply
their craft, but time waits for no
one, especially in Switzerland. On
to the next valley to the East, the
Mattertal.

The Mettelhorn
Zermatt, the 'las Vegas of the

Valais, is memorable for its tourist-
clogged streets, its spectacular
mountain ranges, and its even
more spectacular prices. We
breathed that rarified air only as
long as it took to walk to the end
of town and begin our trek up to
the little gasthof Hotel Trift, and
the next morning to the peak of
the Mettelhorn (3,406m; 11,175
ft.).

At dinner that night, we
chatted in bad French and halting
English with the only other occu-
pants of the hotel: a South African
student, a Dutch family, and a
young climber from Chamonix. All
of us but the climber were going
up the Mettelhorn the next day; he
planned to climb the Ober
Gabelhorn. His eyes lit up when
we told him we had just come from
Zinal. When we asked him why he
had come here when so many go
to Chamonix, he shrugged and
said, "The mountains are higher
here, and the climbing is more
varied."

The next day was our last
In Switzerland. We were on the
trail at 7:00 a.m., facing a mere
3,500 ft_ ascent. Key came through
for us this time; indeed, the -sum-
mit panorama is a prize to remern-

ber" atop the non-technical slog to
the peak of the Mettelhom. Stop-
ping only to unload our cameras in
a 360-degree rotation, we dashed
back down to Zermatt, caught the
train to Zurich, changed at our
hotel, and after a crazy taxi ride
around old Zurich, we caught a
bite at a Swiss bistro just as the
lights began to go out in town. We
both slept soundly on the plane
home.

Next time we'll bring our
crampons...

-Holly Sanders •4111
• AD

MS TO HOLD
ELECTIONS AT

JANUARY MEETING

VOTE

The Mountaineering Section
will hold annual elections for
officers at the January 10, 1995
meeting. Members present at the
meeting will vote for the positions
of Chair, Vice Chair, Secretary and
Treasurer. The elected officers will
take office for one year.

The elections are open to
all MS members. If you are
interested in running for one of
the positions, then please contact
the current chairman, Dave
Godwin, at 703/276-2291 before
the January meeting.
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