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finest mountain on our planet, and my first sighting 

of it from Zermatt on 13th January, did not disappoint. 

In fact, it far exceeded my expectation, simply for its 

overwhelming dominance. Despite having previously 

reviewed hundreds of photographs to determine its form; 

when I viewed it with my own eyes, I was taken back with 

its magnificence which all but defied words.

My goal during those two weeks in January was to capture 

the sense of scale and awe of the mountain; something 

that is quite simply impossible to do in one photograph. 

From Zermatt, one gets an uninterrupted view to the 

Matterhorn’s summit, towering almost 3,000m (9,500 ft) 

above the village, giving some sense of scale. However, 

cameras tend to distort the perspective, foreshortening 

the mountain, and presenting it squatter than it appears 

to be with the naked eye. �us, it is hoped that a series of 

images will serve better.

�e following selection of photographs were all taken 

during the January trip, and together present the most 

dramatic aspects of the Matterhorn, including the 

north-east ridge viewed from Zermatt, the full eastern 

face and around to the south-east ridge seen from the 

Klein Matterhorn gondola station. �e image on page 25 

shows the Hörnli Ridge with the Solvay and Hörnli Huts 

highlighted to give a better sense of scale. �e Hörnli Hut 

has just been renovated and downsized from 170 beds to 

sleep 130 people in great comfort. �e images on pages 

26 and 56 show the Matterhorn’s position as it dominates 

the bustling modern town, while many of the other 

photographs highlight its solitary position.

Keen to capture an image of the alpenglow (pre-sunrise) 

and the first light catching the peak, I chose what promised 

to be a clear morning to make an early start up above the 

town. �e tracks through the forest were closed due to icy 

conditions, which hampered my initial plan somewhat, 

but fortunately I learnt that there was an early departure 

of the Gornergrat cog train, which could whisk me up 

to the viewpoint I had in mind before sunrise. I was the 

only one to get off at the Rotenboden Station and as the 

inky-blue sky lightened, I hurriedly scoped out a vantage 

point from which to set up the camera. �e result was 

a pleasing success and a wonderful selection of images 

were captured as the sun’s rising was signalled on the face 

of the Matterhorn like a giant sun clock. Shortly after the 

sun was fully in the sky I became aware that my ‘trigger’ 

finger had become totally numb, having been in and out 

of my glove a few too many times, in something below 

-15 degrees Celsius. Not being the first time this had 

happened, although probably the most severe incident, 

I reverted to the trick of sucking my finger, where it 

gradually regained feeling. It was a timely reminder of 

how quickly the cold can become disabling, and I took 

the warning as time to move on and find a new location 

that benefitted from some warmth from the sun.

My plan for the last good day was to stay overnight at a 

high mountain hut, in order to catch the first light once 

again. Unfortunately, the warden could not open up 

for me so I reverted to taking the earliest gondola up to 

the Klein Matterhorn station at 3,888m (12,756 ft). �is 

meant I would not be on location as the sun rose, but 

it did allow me to stop off at the various stations along 

the way. While it was largely a fine clear day, clouds were 

stubbornly fixed around the highest station, making my 

ultimate objective look doubtful. After waiting for over 

an hour at the Trockener Steg station so that I could 

see what was happening with the weather, I anxiously 

squeezed into one of the large gondola cars, just as the 

clouds appeared to be thinning above. 

�e final station was still heavily shrouded in cloud when 

I arrived, but after watching, waiting and standing around 

in the icy cold conditions for twenty minutes at a time, 

I eventually caught a ten-minute clearing to capture the 

south-east of the Matterhorn protruding above the low 

shifting cloud. Mission accomplished, the cloud returned 

as quickly as it had cleared, swallowing up the mountain 

once again and ushering in the end of my trip.

Solvay Hut
4,003m
13,133 ft

Hörnli Hut
3,260m
10,696 ft



26 - $ ATTERHORN THE QUINTESSENTIAL MOUNTAIN 0 � � KING DOWN ON ZERMATT FROM RIED



30 - $ ATTERHORN THE QUINTESSENTIAL MOUNTAIN

% LPENGLOW ON THE MATTERHORN 



48 - $ ATTERHORN THE QUINTESSENTIAL MOUNTAIN

9 ENT BLANCHE 4,356M TO ZINALROTHORN 4,221M FROM SCHWARZSEE

THE MATTERHORN FROM FURGG
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1861: MONT PELVOUX AND THE MATTERHORN

TWO ATTEMPTS TO ASCEND MONT PELVOUX: THE 

FOURTH HIGHEST PEAK OF THE DAUPHINÉ ALPS

At 3,946m (12,946 ft), Mont Pelvoux was believed, 

erroneously, to be the highest mountain in the Massif 

des Écrins range within the Dauphiné Alps in south-

eastern France. When Edward Whymper set out to 

climb it in 1861, he believed it was the highest mountain 

in France and that it had never been climbed.

�is district contains the highest summits in France, and 

some of its finest scenery. It has not perhaps the beauties 

of Switzerland, but has charms of its own; its cliffs, its 

torrents, and its gorges are unsurpassed; its deep and 

savage valleys present pictures of grandeur, and even 

sublimity, and it is second to none in the boldness of its 

mountain forms.

Few Englishmen had ventured this far off the beaten 

path and Whymper really was exploring the unknown. 

�e little information he did have to hand, including 

any rough mapping, could not be relied upon, either 

owing to a lack of detail or incorrect information. 

�e district is still very imperfectly known; there are 

probably many valleys, and there are certainly many 

summits which have never been trodden by the feet of 

tourists or travellers; but in 1861 it was even less known. 

Until quite recently there was, practically, no map of it; 

General Bourcet’s, which was the best that was published, 

was completely wrong in its delineation of the mountains, 

and was frequently incorrect in regard to paths or roads.

�e mountainous regions of Dauphiné, moreover, are not 

supplied, like Switzerland, Tyrol, or even the Italian valleys, 

with accommodation for travellers. �e inns, when they 

exist, are often filthy beyond description; rest is seldom 

obtained in their beds, or decent food found in their 

kitchens, and there are no local guides worth having. �e 

tourist is thrown very much on his own resources, and it is 

not therefore surprising that these districts are less visited 

and less known than the rest of the Alps.

�e ‘right good fellow’ Jean Reynaud, who Whymper 

had met at the end of his 1860 trip, had accompanied 

Messrs Bonney, Hawkshaw and Mathews, with the guide 

Michael Croz, in an attempt on Mont Pelvoux that 

year. �ey failed to make the summit, but Reynaud had 

proposed to Whymper that they try the following year. 

�e proposition was a tempting one, and Reynaud’s cordial 

and modest manner made it irresistible, although there 

seemed small chance that we should succeed where a party 

such as that of Mr. Mathews had been beaten.

At the beginning of July 1861, I despatched to Reynaud from 

Havre, blankets (which were taxed as ‘prohibited fabrics’), 

rope, and other things desirable for the excursion, and set 

out on the tour of France; but, four weeks later, at Nîmes, 

found myself completely collapsed by the heat, then 94° 

Faht. in the shade, and took a night train at once to Grenoble.

Grenoble is a town upon which a volume might be written. 

Its situation is probably the finest of any in France, and the 

views from its high forts are superb. I lost my way in the 

streets of this picturesque and noisome town, and having 

but a half-hour left in which to get a dinner and take a 

place in the diligence, was not well pleased to hear that an 

Englishman wished to see me. It turned out to be my friend 

Macdonald, who confided to me that he was going to try 

to ascend a mountain called Pelvoux in the course of ten 

days. On hearing of my intentions, he agreed to join us at 

La Bessée on the 3rd of August. In a few moments more I 

was perched in the banquette en route for Bourg d’Oysans, 

in a miserable vehicle which took nearly eight hours to 

accomplish less than 30 miles. 

At five on a lovely morning I shouldered my knapsack and 

started for Briançon. Gauzy mists clung to the mountains, 

but melted away when touched by the sun … revealing the 

wonderfully bent and folded strata in the limestone cliffs 

behind the town. �en I entered the Combe de Malval … 

and passed on to Le Dauphin, where the first glacier came 

into view, tailing over the mountain-side on the right. From 

this place until the summit of the Col de Lautaret was 
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