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Introduction 
Within days of landing from our first research expedition to the Mt. Toubkal, Atlas Mountains, we 

wanted to get the ball rolling and get stuck into planning the next expedition. Warwick Altitude 

Research Group (WARG) being the fruit of our hard work, gave us an enormous sense of pride, we 

had managed to combine our passion for mountains with our academic aspirations, and that feeling 

of self-actualisation was incredibly addictive. 

For the next Warwick Altitude Research Study (WARS 2.0), we wanted to address two objectives that 

would serve to improve on our first study. After poor weather reduced our time on the summit of 

Mt. Toubkal we wanted to do our research in mountain huts. This would reduce the innate risk of 

poor weather impacting on our research. Secondly, as inexperienced mountaineers, we wanted to 

develop our skills in safest way possible. We knew we would have a higher chance of meeting these 

objectives if we chose our destination in Europe. We would be able to choose a UK based guiding 

company with an outstanding reputation as well as choose from a variety of mountain huts that 

would meet our research requirements. 

Preparations & Welcome Weekend 
Our sights landed on the Monte Rosa Massif, Italy. Our close affiliation with the Birmingham 

Research & Expeditionary Society (BMRES), provided us with the knowledge of their successful 

ascent only a few years ago with a guiding company called Mountain Kingdoms. Within budget and 

ticking all the right boxes, we proceeded to put the plans in place to make WARS 2.0 a reality. 

With a new set of research projects and the recruitment drive over, it was time to meet all the 

participants and introduce them to the team and the research projects. 

Six weeks prior to the expedition, we hosted a Welcome Weekend in Snowdonia; it was a fantastic 

two days. It gave everyone the chance to meet the team, the participants and it enabled us to obtain 

baseline measurements for our research studies.  

As the departure date drew closer, we finished our training regimes and packed our expedition 

backpacks. We were ready to go. 

 

Day 1: 
We all arrived at Gatwick Airport 3 hours before the flight to ensure we had enough time to check in 

the research equipment and get on our flight. Despite, a participant being held up for two hours at 

the courtesy of a National Express bus, we all boarded the plane with no problems.  

Unfortunately, due to an unexpected heatwave and ridge of high pressure over Europe, 

thunderstorms delayed our departure by two hours. This put our transfer and dinner plans under 

threat, nonetheless, the Italians on the other side were more than accommodating. They managed 

to get us to the campsite just in time to pitch out tents and head to the nearby restaurant for an 

incredible 4 course meal in true Italian fashion. 



Day 2: 
Day two began with an early start and a quick morning brief over breakfast. Soon after, the research 

co-ordinators explained the scheduling of the research rota, before beginning the first round of 

research since the Welcome Weekend. All was going to plan, as the research ended, the guides 

arrived and distributed the mountaineering equipment amongst the participants. Once everyone 

was kitted out, we had our first brief from the guides during lunch, before setting off for the Orestes 

Hut.  

After a 3- hour hike in the warm, muggy Italian sun we arrived at the very modern, rustic design of 

the Orestes Hut for a wonderful 4 course vegetarian meal. Before heading to bed, we did another 

round of research at our new altitude of 2600 m.  

Day 3: 
An early breakfast set the tone for the day as we collected our kit and headed up the valley towards 

the glacier. It was another 3-hours of hiking through varied terrain as we ascended higher. Before 

long, we got our first taste of the glacier as we donned our crampons and ice axes. We split into 

groups of 4 and went through some basic skills before making the 20-minute traverse toward the 

Gneffeti Hut at 3647 m. On arrival, we had a quick lunch before heading out onto the decking for a 

rope skills session with the guides, where we practiced the theory of crevasse rescue and some 

practical skills. Spirits were high and even more so when we encountered yet another excellent 4 

course meal. After dinner, we ran another set of experiments before everyone retired for their bed. 

There was a 4:30 am start if we wanted to reach the Marghertia Hut and despite a horrid weather 

forecast, our hopes were high and our ambitions strong. 

Day 4:  
Breakfast at 5 am brought bad news as the guides had confirmed the previous reports and there was 

to be no ascent to the Marghertia Hut. Although there was a clear spell for 4 hours after breakfast it 

was forecast to seriously deteriorate afterwards and there was a chance that even if we did make 

the ascent, there was no guarantee that we wouldn’t be stuck at the top for a couple of days.  

The decision was made to make the most of the situation and go for a 3-hour practical session on 

the glacier negotiating and crossing crevasses. Towards the end of the 3 hours, as we ascended to 

4000 m, it became blindingly obvious that we never were going to make it the 4554 m of the 

Margherita Hut. The blizzard starting to creep in and we were all glad to put the experience of 4000 

m under our belts and head back to the safety of the refuge.  

On returning, the majority of the members were in good spirits having got out of the hut and 

experienced the glacier. The glacier ascent albeit only 3 hours, was the highlight for a lot of us. From 

the crunching of snow underfoot, to peering down the endless crevasses there is an element of 

menace that comes with the glacier. It’s very easy to be seduced by the awesome nature and the 

thrill of having your life reliant on a rope between you, your friends and the guide. This was an 

incredible experience, and for many of us, has inspired us to further develop our mountaineering 

skills. 

There was obvious disappointment of not being able to summit and this hit the researchers harder 

than most. We had poured lots of energy into this expedition and our projects over the last 9 

months. Losing out on the summit and our key research objective because of unexpected weather, 

was a setback we couldn’t prepare for. Nonetheless, it was down to us to remain professional and 

make the most of the brilliant research opportunity that we had, we therefore ran another session 



of research before having dinner, playing cards and heading off to bed. Our fortunes were looking 

up, as there was word from the guides that the weather window may allow us to summit the Vincent 

Pyramid in the morning, before heading down the valley to the campsite. 

Day 5: 
I can’t say whether bad news comes in threes, but it certainly came in twos. The guides expressed 

their reservations about taking our group of 20 beginners up to the Vincent pyramid after the recent 

snowfall. It was a completely sound and safe decision with the group we had but emotions and 

passion do not always understand logic and this was yet, another frustration and lesson for us to 

learn. Looking forward, the mountain provided us with an emotional roller-coaster and the group 

was ready to get back to normal levels of oxygen. It was time to head back down the valley to the 

campsite. 

On return to the valley, we parted with the guides and decided to treat ourselves to a pizza at the 

local pizzeria restaurant. This became more of an event, rather than a simple sit-down meal, for us 

and the locals. With our research restrictions on wine lifted, the night enveloped into a completely 

unexpected dancing exhibition, as Italian and British dance moves filled the foyer until well past 

midnight. As if to supplement our learning about managing expectations on the mountain, we were 

presented with a completely unexpected and outstanding night to end our expedition.  

Day 6:  
This day was set aside as a rest day and it turned out to be exactly that. Other than a planned 

evening meal there were no plans. This gave the participants the chance to explore the valley and 

the nearby 17th century castle. Despite the thunderstorms, spirits were high and the group were 

making the most of the down time as we reflected on our time on the mountain. The evening meal 

at a local restaurant was a lovely affair that saw the close of an eventful week and, of course, it was 

delicious and comprised of 4 courses. 

 


