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HANCE has bestowed upon me the honour of being the first 
to read a paper in this room. That honour vv-ould have 

_. fallen more fittingly either upon one of our distinguished 
older members, who might thus have transmitted in person the 
great traditions of our former home in Savile Row, or upon one 
of our young and expert climbers, worthy to inaugurate the 
future of brilliant achievement that lies before the Club. I can 
only present myself as a sort of meagre compromise, in that my 
traditions and affections are rooted in the past, while my climbing 
companions belong, for the most part, to the generation whose 
career is still before them. 

Nearly thirty years ago I read a paper in the hall where 
Freshfield and Conway and other famous men had described the 
exploration of unmapped and distant ranges. I had no such 
tale to tell. I could only try to suggest something of the pleasure 
I had found in introducing to the Alps some young friends who 
had never climbed before a pleasure so great that I would have 
no expert or professional to share it. The result of this absence 
of professional guidance was that a taint of heresy was discovered 
in my mountaineering doctrine. In spite of this, the Club showed 
its indulgence to youthful enthusiasm, however suspect its origin, 
by admitting those whom I had led furthest astray into fellowship 
with the elect. And with the passage of time small heresies are 
incorporated or forgotten in the main stream of advancing ideas ; 
so that, though my methods are still the same, so far as increasing 
age and incapacity permit me to pursue them, I shall appear to 
you this evening a defender of what is old and respectable, not of 
what is provocative or new. 
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154 RELATIVITY IN MOUNTAINEERING 

The title of my paper is designedly obscure. As you all know, 
quite insignificant' features of a mountain are made to appear 
impressive when a veil of mist prevents you from realizing their 
true importance. Einstein has wrapped the word ' relativity ' 
in a new and, for most of us, a completely effective cloud of 
mystery. I have borrowed this atmosphere of mystery under 
entirely false pretences. I believe Einstein's discoveries do not 
really affect our previous ideas till we are dealing with speeds 
which approach the velocity of light, and we climbers do not 
reach such speeds in the least voluntary of our glissades. I chose 
' relativity ' as my title because I could think of no other word 
which might suggest a new and highly specialized approach to 
mountaineering, and which would in fact cover the magnificently 
wide field of the relations between mountains and ourselves. 
And what I want to do now is to try to separate the things in 
mountaineering which are specially relative relative to the 
individual, to the time and fashion and varying conditions from 
the things which are less relative and have a quality that is 
absolute. 

Let us take the important and debatable matter of difficulty. · 
To me difficulty is, and should remain, an essentially relative 
attribute of mountaineering, relative to the climber, to conditions, 
to knowledge and to equipment. .The advocates of grading want 
to establish a scale that is as near as possible absolute. For those 
who openly avow that the essence of sport consists in rivalry 
between competitors such a system of grading is a necessity. I 
hope there are a good many in this room who agree with me that 
a climb should be simply a contest between the party and the 
peak they climb, and that in making it a contest between men 
or nations we are lessening its value, not adding to it. Cricket 
and football are essentially contests between teams of men ; 
mountaineering, like sailing, fishing or hunting, is not. Compare 
the descriptions of sailing to bring back the America Cup with 
those of men who have gone round the vvorld in a small boat, and 
say whether human rivalry or the simple struggle against wind 
and waves has been the more productive of enjoyment and the 
highest qualities of sport. It is the desire for record heads or 
bigger bags than others that turns hunting and shooting into 
something rather like butchery. And what is it but human 
rivalry that has made the tales of fishermen notoriously untrue ? 
There is no need to remind you here that this Club has not 
entirely escaped the effects of riv(\.lry in mountaineering. 

Quite apart from the danger to our morals, the introduction of 
a strong competitive element tends to keep us away from sources 
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of satisfaction. which before were unrestricted ; just as a man 
cramming for an examination finds less pleasure in what he 
reads. When you make it the object of your climbing to do what 
your rivals have failed to do or to solve a question for which 
the full marks of ' 6 ' have been allotted, it is inevitable that the 
satisfaction you will get from doing what has been marked only 
' 3 ' or ' 4 ' will be less than it would have been if marks had 
been assigned to none of the questions. 

It is rather typical of British climbers that they have com
promised over this matter of grading in an absolute scale by 
substituting epithets for numbers, though these epithets are 
meant to carry a definite value for those who use the language. 
Here is an extract from an account of a climb made on Glydr 
Fach: 

' The first fifty feet are climbed, facing right, with much more 
than ordinary very severity, then the vertical wall of the Chasm 
is taken to, and climbed with extreme difficulty until it is possible 
to step back into the groove and follow it to an uncomfortable 
resting-place below the overhang. The last twenty feet are 
extrem~ly severe. After the struggle with the initial overhang, 
the human limit is almost reached in the desperate bridging above, 
where the climber is exposed above a 2oo-ft. drop.' 

I do not know to what number in the Munich scale ' ordinary 
very severity ' corresponds perhaps about 4t· One would like 
to regard the almost human limit as in the lower part of grade 7, 
but human limit is clearly a much more relative term than the 
figure ' 7.' I thought I had been given a glimpse of the upper 
human limit when I read among the minor activities of this 
period of ' a direct finish to Faith,' but found I was mistaken. 
I have a vague and distant recollection of having spent an hour 
or two of an April afternoon on the slabs above Llyn Idwal in 
the company of Richards and Pye, exploring the then unknown 
virtues of either Faith, Hope or Charity I have not the least 
recollection which it was. We may have abandoned Hope, we 
were probably out of reach of a friendly rope from Charity, so 
that any finish to Faith, provided it was not direct, would be likely 
to appeal to me. In fact Faith was directly finished only eight 
years ago. I have no idea how far the standards of extren1e 
difficulty, very severity and human limit have changed since 
then. They must have changed and so proved that the British 
method of using epithets instead of numbers for grading has this 
great advantage, that it is impossible to attach any absolute values 
to them, whatever efforts to do so are made by a given .generation 
of climbers. 

• 
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To my mind the only proper way to find out about a climb is 
to go and do it, without filling your head with a lot of information 
about its details. A bald statement such as you get in Conway 
and Coolidge, that the ridge takes 3-4 ho~rs' \Valking from the 
col, leaves entirely unspoiled the pleasure of discovering the 
attractions of its details. If fuller information is desirable for 
any reason, then it is better to get more than one opinion on it. 
An account by a modern expert may give the impression it is 
easy or moderately easy, almost dull; but you have only to get 
the views of some imaginative fellow of the Tartarin type to know 
it can give the sensation of extreme difficulty and excitement. 
Your respect for the climb and for yourself is thereby restored. 
You see not only the elect far above you ; you see some that are 
below. Failing the only completely satisfactory test of experience, 
the best way to place a climb in the one scale that matters, the 
scale each man makes for himself from what is easy to what is his 
human limit, is by a judicious blending of the impression it has 
made on different parties, not on a single party or only expert 
parties. 

Numbers themselves are by no means absolute. Recently I 
read of a climb on Piz Badile made under the impression that it 
was accounted grade 7. The party were sadly disillusioned by 
finding its difficulties almost negligible that is to say, no more 
than those of the Mer de Glace face of the Grepon, not above 
grade 5· And eventually they found that it was 7 in the scale of 
a gentleman who went up to 8 instead of 6. 

If this attempt to grade climbs in an absolute scale is adopted 
generally, I think the Alpine Club should assist its members by 
attaching to each of us a figure, something like a golf handicap, 
indicating the sort of climb in which he might safely be asked to 
join. The list would, of course, need frequent revision. At my 
best, I think I was good for a grade 3 and might have been nearing· 
my limit at about 3 · 5· Now I might have a struggle at anything 
over 2, or even at I ·g. Fortunately for me, I have no climbing 
dignity to lose. 

The thing is not really impracticable, within certain limits. 
It is difficult to believe that the standard of what is possible to 
men similarly equipped is changing or has changed as much as 
people fancy. The angle of slab on which a nailed boot will 
begin to slip and the amount of support a man can get from his 
fingers on a ledge ·of given width and inclination are not things 
we should expect to vary greatly from one generation to another. 
And let us not forget we are descended from apes that have 
remarkably prehensile fingers and toes. It may be that the 
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increasing power to hold on to next to nothing shown by certain 
modern climbers in parts of Europe is the physical evidence of a 
reversal of the evolutionary process of which we see signs on the 
moral and political side. 

The final test of the limits of our powers to surmount an abrupt 
step is our capacity for sticking to it, and I suggest that the Club 
should arrange for periodical tests of our prehensility. The 
tests could be carried out here. All you need is a smooth slab 
whose angle with the horizontal could be increased at will, and 
above, a couple of ledges at about the level of the chest and a 
couple of feet above the head, the breadth of which could be 
varied from several inches to a millimetre, as well as the angle 
with the ground, giving you anything from a large recessed hold 
to the smallest assistance to balance from the finger tips. This 
test could be made with the slab resting on the floor. Another 
similar test of a slightly more psychological nature might be 
carried out thirty feet above the street. Imagine the exultant 
feelings of getting promotion to the lower sixth, or even the upper 
sixth. And what an extra pleasure it would add to the return 
home of the married men if they could answer with a triumphant 
' Yes ' the question : ' Well, dear, did you get your remove ? ' 

We will not d,vell upon the feelings of those who are moved 
down. For us older men it would be better to arrange a separate 
test and separate results what the younger members might call 
a test of prehensenility, a faculty for staying on. It would be 
intended, like the test for younger men, to apply only to steep 
faces and not to office or committees. 

It will be some time before the Club sees its way to adopt these 
tests. Mercifully its direction is in the hands of men for whom 
grading by numbers has less fascination than it has for the young. 
Numbers are an over-simplification which leave out all sorts of 
things that we cannot quickly learn to measure or appreciate. 
Experience 'vill probably show that numbers are just as inadequate 
a means of grading a climb as they are of grading a dinner. In 
our youth a dinner of five or six courses was a thing we knew 
must be far above a meal of one or two taken in congenial com
pany ; but we are wiser in old age. 

I do not think it is envy of the powers of youth that makes us 
dislike the grading of expeditions by numbers. We dislike this 
system of classification because it is a direct provocation to rivalry 
and brings the matter of mere difficulty into such prominence 
that other aspects of climbing are apt to escape notice, especially 
those whose importance to us is of slow, almost imperceptible 
growth. For me, and for many of you, the enjoyment a climb 



RELATIVITY IN MOUNTAINEERING 

gives is the most important consideration in estimating its worth, 
and this can only be measured in the ideally elastic scale a man 
makes for himself and which varies from day to day. In my 
scale, for example, that very familiar climb the Central Buttress of 
Tryfaen was grade 9 one day last January, because it gave extreme 
satisfaction to a party of nine not all on one rope. On the 
other hand, I can remember climbs that were only grade I in the 
numbers of those who received satisfaction from them, but which 
reached the human lin1.it in the matter of enjoyment. 

Is it not better to leave difficulty as a question to be settled 
between the clin1ber and what he climbs, and not make it a 
measure of prowess ? Beside the drawbacks I have tried to 
indicate already, numbers give a fallacious appearance of absolute 
value to what is really arbitrary and entirely relative. 

I vvill give one instance, and it has nothing to do with grading. 
A particular peak has been chosen by the French for their first 
great mountain adventure in the Himalaya, because it is one of 
the lowest and most accessible in the 8ooo-metre class. I find this 
a strange principle on which to select a peak, especially for such 
a fine climbing party as the one that went to India last summer. 
The fortunate circumstance that we still stick to our primitive 
measurement in feet has saved us from attaching undue import
ance to the figure of 8ooo m. in the Himalaya, though recently 
the distinction of being 3000 ft. has led to a small revival of 
clannishness among the Munros beyond the Tweed. 

There was no lure of round figures about Nanda Devi, but I 
confess that the recent expedition which resulted in its ascent 
is one of the very few adventures in distant ranges which I 
would take in exchange for one of my Alpine holidays. Its 
exclusion from the world below and the way it rises above the 
supporting peaks around it give it an absolute value which we all 
appreciate. 

Nanga Parbat is in closer contact with the plains, but it has in 
full measure the distinction conferred by elevation above all 
neighbouring rivals. I am sure the French would have preferred 
to make it the object of their efforts. We can approve the 
courtesy which regarded the mountain as a German preserve, and 
yet deeply regret the intrusion of this rivalry between men and 
nations into a domain where it is petty and misplaced. No great 
climb, whether in the Alps or the Himalaya, should be the preserve 
of any nation. There may be political objections to the visit of 
a party of Europeans to a Himalayan peak ; there should be no 
others, whether the peak be Nanga Parbat, Hidden Peak or 
Everest. Is not the idea that by climbing a big mountain you 
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may be poaching O!l anyone's preserves quite foreign to the attitude 
to mountaineering in which this Club was started ? 

I am afraid I have digressed rather far, almost outside the 
immense field of relativity. I return to the question of difficulty 
and the attempt to establish a comparative and therefore com
petitive,scale for measuring it, in order to say a word or tvvo about 
the risks it entails and the excitement that comes from the taking 
of those risks. These are entirely relative to the individual: to 
his capacities, his experience and the liveliness of his imagination. 
No psychologist among us has yet attempted to measure the risks 
and thrills of mountaineering on a numerica~ scale. A novice 
descending a slope of shale may get as great a thrill as an expert 
on an exposed wall of rock or ice. 

Roughly speaking, we may say that a dangerous or difficult 
climb demands courage in so far as the risks are fully and clearly 
appreciated, and the attempt can fairly be called folly when the 
climber is unconscious of them. We see risks taken any day 
upon the road by car-drivers which braver and wiser men would 
avoid. And the same thing can be seen on the mountains of 
Britain or in the Alps. We have all met parties who do not know 
the risks, who do not count the cost, and who, if they are killed 
on the spot, are not the people who will really pay. I do not mean 
that they get no thrill from what they do. In the case of most 
difficult bits of climbing the margin between safety and annihila
tion is narrowed to a sharpness that cannot fail to penetrate an 
imagination that has not been drugged by habit. 

Then there are, I suppose, a few who find in the thrill of danger 
the motive for their climbing, and I have read articles in a foreign 
journal which encourage young men to climb dangerously, in the 
mistaken belief that courage can be created by severely testing it. 
Courage must be developed by something more creative than a 
test, and I refuse to believe that many climbs are undertaken or 
ever will be ·undertaken from a morbid desire to peer into the 
face of death. There is a simpler and better reason. When a 
passion is in the blood, the victim goes through a stage in which 
he wants to go to the limit of his strength in the expression of 
that passion. Nearly all of us must have dreamed of doing 
some heroic deed to express our devotion to some object we felt 
to be entirely worthy of it; and I expect we in this room have 
been, at one time or another, very near our upper human limit 
on a mountain so near that we knew we owed a little to fortune 
that we had not overstepped it. 

But when you h~ve once gone to the limit of your powers and 
have felt the mountain hold your life in its hand, is it necessary 
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to be for ever testing its moods, and its patience, searching for 
new limits to the expression of your passion ? Is it, after all, 
baser and less satisfying to live and to want to live for v1hat you 
admire and love rather than to see how near you can go to dying 
for it ? This thirst for difficulties to conquer is an almost in
evitable phase in the career of a genuine climber. We older men 
do not forget that: our own experience must prevent our doing 
so. But I hope it is not presumptuous to ask of those who are 
passing through this exciting phase : first, to keep their climbing 
free of human rivalry and competitive standards ; secondly, not 
to doubt the sincerity of those who claim that the best is still to 
come after this phase is passed. 

The duration of this phase where thrill and difficulty are all
important varies. It is rarely lasting. In some cases it destroys 
the nerve. A 1\'Iunich expert estimated that after seven years of 
very difficult climbing a man was fit for nothing more if he \Vas 
still alive. Or it may be that habit dulls the edge of anticipation 
and excitement, so that a man may feel no more thrill on an ice 
wall or a steep slab than a window-cleaner or a steeple-jack 
\vorking at his daily job. My own experience has been that the 
thrill of climbing a step near the limit of my powers has settled 
down into what I can best describe as discomfort ; the ascent of 
such a step gives me a satisfaction of relief rather than achieve
ment, the reason beil).g that the relative values of enjoyment have 
changed. I want the lifting of my body over steep places to be 
a conscious enjoyment rather than a test of what I can do. The 
physical has nothing to offer in the way of accomplishment that 
I have not reached before ; the non-physical enjoyment of the 
climb has always new surprises to offer. 

If a man depends on difficulty and the thrill of danger or of 
high achievement, he must keep pushing his standard of difficulty 
up till it can go no higher. If he has got so far without falling . 
off himself, then his enthusiasm tnust begin to fall from him, 
unless he has advanced in appreciation of what I may call the more 
absolute values in mountaineering. This pushing up of the 
standards of difficulty· depends a great deal on the discovery of 
new artificial aids. I believe you could have found men a 
century ago as well able to claw their way up a difficult place 
solely by the helps that nature had given them as the climbers of 
to-day. Our equipment has improved and we have learned to 
enjoy climbing ; this has made the difference. Ice axes and 
nailed boots added sufficient to our natural powers to enable us 
to climb all but a few of the world's famous peaks by an intelli
gently chosen r<;>ute~ Minor ac9essories li~e r\lbber s}loes anq 
,_; , 
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crampons have eased the difficulties further, and now the piton 
has come to prove, what really needed no proof, that man is 
capable of climbing what was before unclimbable, by using 
appropriate means to supply the deficiencies of nature. · 

We are still, even with pitons, only in the penultimate stage of 
technical development, and still behind the lizard, particularly 
the gecko lizard, which has wonderful adhesive pads which 
enable it to run up smooth walls with elegance and ease. I 
suggest that some ingenious member of the Club should turn his 
attention to inventing a new type of footgear, the gecko pad, 
which will permit the comparatively safe ascent of vertical or 
overhanging piton-proof slabs. It might lead to the formation of 
a distinguished group, ' le groupe du surplomb,' or, if you prefer 
a .purely English name, the Geckopods. Something might even 
be found in the shape of a stomach-hold for those whose convexity 
makes it impossible to keep the chin and toes in simultaneous 
contact with smooth faces. These would be the Gasteropods, 
a type which the dictionary defines as ' members of a class of 
molluscs 'vhich move by means of a muscular disc on the surface 
of the stomach; snails, slugs and limpets.' These last would 
probably be slowish climbers and would have to have special 
days allotted to them for the popular climbs, though a party of 
good limpets might usefully provide belays for a faster party 
passing them. 

I can see no higher possibilities in climbing technique beyond 
this of the gecko, ,;vhich can climb anything with which it can 
establish con tact. It is fair to say that climbing ceases to be 
climbing and becomes flying or falling when contact with the 
mountain is abandoned. 

With the attainment of this final gecko standard the top of 
the technical staircase will have been reached. Everyone who 
has the real climber's instinct in him wants to get on to this 
staircase of technical difficulty and mount it, whether he counts 
the steps up to 6 or 8 or the upper human limit. People climb 
it at varying paces and reach varying heights upon it, but sooner 
or later the time comes to every one of us when ·vve know that our 
powers will take us no higher. And it is well for us if we have 
discovered before that time arrives that we are on a staircase 
that is itself moving. At first, in the early years we were so 
occupied with bounding up the lower steps and passing older 
climbers that we never noticed the staircase was not fixed. When 
we did notice this when we realized that movement in the right 
direction did not depend upon our progress up the technical 
~tair9ase we knew our future was a$sured, So that when we 
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ceased moving up by any advance in technique we were undis
mayed, for we saw we were being carried up steadily to higher 
levels of enjoyment. We realized, in fact, that mountains provide 
satisfactions that have no physical limitations, and which are 
absolute rather than relative. You know the sort of satisfactions 
I mean, and you must forgive me if I take you to things that are 
so familiar in order to complete my paper. 

First, there is knowledge of mountains and of mountaineering : 
just getting to know all you can about them, their origin, their 
history, their moods, and their significance in life. It was thirst 
for knowledge that made of men like Saussure, the Meyers and 
Forbes true pioneers of mountaineering. A French climber, 
writing recently in A~pinisme in defence of the more daring of 
modern experts, claims that they are in the direct line of tradition 
of the pioneers. I find it hard to agree. When I read an 
account of an ascent by Saussure and then of a sensational climb 
by a typical foreign expert, I am conscious of an essent ial difference 
in aim and in the satisfaction sought and found. Saussure seeks 
to know the mountain and to learn from it, gathering in from it 
things that are outside himself. The modern expert, if we judge 
him by his writings in foreign journals, seems to be intent on 
testing his own powers and skill as a climbing machine, and 
registering the thrills he can create for himself on the psychological 
side, both of which are comparatively unproductive processes . 
Growth comes from what a man absorbs from without, not from 
what he produces from within himself. 

Desire for knowledge has been a potent force all through the 
period of Alpi11e history, and it is so still. We all know what 
attraction the element of exploration adds to an expedition ; I 
am not thinking of new ascents which are but variations of the 
old, but of expeditions to unknown ranges where great technical 
difficulties are not regarded as things to be specially sought for, 
but things to be circumvented by experience and strategy when 
they hinder the bigger aim. It is not only because our climbing 
machinery has begun to show signs of wear and tear that we 
find our appetite for difficulty diminished after several visits to 
the Alps. Every year we climb we have less to learn about our 
capacity to deal with obstacles and are more easily content with 
the physical enjoyment that successful effort brings, On the 
other hand, every climbing expedition, whether it be arduous or 
easy, adds to our knowledge of mountains an amount -vvhich is 
only limited by our readiness to receive. In my experience the 
best assurance that a young climber's enjoyment of climbing will 
go on steadily increasing is the interest he develops in anything 
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he sees upon a mountain, and in the topography, history and 
literature of mountains, as well as in the actual climbs he does. 

There is another satisfaction which is less relative than others, 
because it rests on things that are in their nature absolute: the 
satisfaction we get from mountain form and colour and atmos
phere. A bare reminder is sufficient reference to a satisfaction 
so familiar, so personal and so incommunicable. Our apprecia
tion of mountains may show itself less exuberantly, but it runs 
deeper as the years pass by. Merely to look at a great mountain 
we know well sends us off along lines of thought that grow longer 
and reach further every year. Perhaps this is why danger and 
excessive difficulty become not so much a thrill as a disturbance 
of enjoyment ; and that is more than ever the case when it is 
memory and not imagination that sees the consequences of a 
slip. 

Another familiar satisfaction which it is impossible to forget in 
a paper dealing with the relations of men and mountains is that 
of the friendships which are made upon our climbs. On this, too, 
my comment shall be extremely brief, and I claim no other basis 
for it than personal experience. 

Just as I believe that danger and difficulty do not create courage, 
though they may prove it, so I do not regard them as the true 
sources of friendship. I am sure I ovve the friendships I value 
most far less to the hours of stress I have spent on the faces and 
ridges of the Alps than to certain moments spent on a summit 
or a pasture where it has been enough to rest and look and listen, 
in the company of those whom I knew to be under the same spell 
of absolute satisfaction as myself. Loyalty and unity of purpose 
bind us to our party when the rope is on. It is the sharing of 
the same vision of what mountains stand for in our lives that 
forms the unbreakable bond of friendship when the rope is off. 

I have left to the last the most absolute of all our satisfac
tions the conviction that in simply being among mountains and 
devoting our physical energies and our faculties of appreciation 
to them we are moving along a road whose ultimate end is 
good. I liken it to the satisfaction a good Scotsman feels when 
he is comfortably settled in a carriage labelled ' Inverness.' 

You cannot get away from the hurry and worry of ordinary life 
into real mountain country without becoming aware that some 
great process is going on, immensely bigger and more enduring 
and more full of wonder than any purely human enterprise. 
The silencing of all human activity helps to draw our attention 
to it. Mountains are playing a conspicuous part in this process 
and are suffering changes that are partly superficial and measur-
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able and partly invisible and incalculable. And the most im
portant of these invisible, non-physical changes , the one vvhich 
would at once strike an all-seeing observer who eould survey the 
history of mountains in the last few generations, is that they have 
been acquiring personality. It is our privilege to be the agents 
of this creative activity. · 

I am no philosopher to try and define personality. We become 
conscious of it and estimate its quality by the actions and re
actions that occur between ourselves and the object in which 
personality asserts itself. Any one of us, even the President 
himself, is tnade up of materials which are composed of much 
the same elements as the chairs on which you are sitting. It is 
the personality of the President that makes the difference if you 
try to sit upon him. Moreover, personality is not shown only in 
what it does, but in what it looks like, what character it has, what 
impression it gives and what it suggests to those who come in 
contact with it. 

A picture of Signor Mussolini hung up in the post office or the 
bar of an inn at Valtournanche asserts personality; so, in my 
view, does a picture of the Matterhorn. Both these subjects of 
veneration are made up of an agglomeration of matter \Vhich, if it 
were viewed through a sufficiently powerful magnifyin g glass, 
would be seen to be a collection of very minute particles in a 
state of violent eruption. It is personality that gives them 
special individual value. If we could take account of time, and 
measure the effect of these two personalities in the final working 
out of things, I fancy the Matterhorn would prove to have been 
the more important agent, and it is our special task to bring 
agents of this kind into quicker action. 

I think we may fairly apply to our activities these words which 
I read in a recent leader in The Times about the activities of those 
who call themselves ' Friends of the Cathedral ' in some of our 
cathedral cities. ' The effect is a great increase in well-informed 
and intelligent appreciation of the many elements that make up 
the life of that very lively entity a cathedral church.' And again, 
' Greater even than the work accomplished is the new spirit 
which in this age has brought the cathedrals to life again and 
stirred up friends to love them.' For' cathedral' read' mountain,' 
and you have a very fair summary of what has been done by 
mountaineerjng. 

And if a cathedral can be called a living entity, then certainly 
a mountain may be so called. As you know, mountains reminded 
Ruskin of cathedrals ; with me it is the .other way about cathe
drals remind me of mountains. It is the way they dominate their 
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surroundings, pushing up their grey parapets against the sky ; the 
way they reach back into remote ages and still appear unshak
able by storms ; the way their walls and buttresses lead our 
thoughts up into regions of speculation or of faith. The moun
tain produces all these effects on a scale and with a freedom of 
style which is beyond human effort. Nevertheless, each of these 
two helps us to admire the other and to see the element of 
personality in both. 

It is this element of personality that is the basis of a satisfaction 
that is more absolute than any other. We are, as mountains are, 
portions of matter in which personality develops. At birth, in both 
cases, personality is almost entirely latent ; this non-physical, 
indestructible quality develops ·later ; and in the case of moun
tains the development has been infinitely slower, but it is going 
on and we are hastening it, and in this at least we may at times 
experience the absolute satisfaction that comes from the knowledge 
that we are doing the right thing in the right way. By the simple 
and delightful process of climbing mountains, getting to know 
thetn and loving to be with them, we are moving along a way 
which I think even Dean Inge would admit to be a way of progress. 
F.or we are giving personality to these objects of our devotion, 
and so making our contribution to the gradual permeating and 
final replacement of the material and perishable by the non
material and indestructible. The changes that take place in our 
individual attitude to climbing as we grow older are the right and 
natural effects of this universal process, and examples of it on 
a very small scale. 

In this last year, in the course of those pleasant holidays in 
which schoolmasters are given facilities for education, I have 
looked once more on the familiar slopes behind Pen-y-gwryd, 
and those by which Saussure made his vvay up Mont Blanc from 
Chamonix. They were outwardly the same as when I saw them 
more than thirty years ago, yet I knew them to be different. I 
do not mean that the path over to Tryfaen is better cairned and 
less easy to lose in mist, or that the track leading to the Bosses is 
more deeply ploughed : it was a change that I noticed because 
something of myself was there. In so far as we have shared in the 
process of giving spiritual reality to forms of matter which we have 
called Mont Blanc or Glydr Fach by the interchange of what we 
have given them and they have given us, there is a part of our 
personality in them and of theirs in us that is indestructible. 

I reject altogether as an antipathetic fallacy the idea that 
mountains can only give back to us, as does a mirror, the thoughts 
that we have had for them. It is no more true of them than it 

• 
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is of a passage of Sophocles. I admit that any meaning that 
passage has is entirely dependent on my own or someone else's 
knowledge of Greek ; that does not imply it has nothing to tell 
me that is not the product of my own mind. There is much more 
to be learned from mountains than from Sophocles. 

Something of our personality has gone into every mountain on 
which we have spent our strength and on which our thoughts 
have rested. And something of its personality has come into 
ours and had its small effect on everything that has come within 
our influence. These are the fruits of mountaineering that 
nothing can destroy. 

It is remarkable how slow the human race has been to discover 
the pleasures that we honour in this Club. It tempts one to ask 
how long men will continue to climb mountains. I think it 
depends on what we climbers look for and what we find. If we 
regard mountains as ways of asserting man's triumph over nature, 
the days of mountaineering are numbered ; for the unconquered 
peaks are few, and a geological cataclysm that recast our moun
tains in new, fantastic shapes would leave no Alpine Club to 
climb them. I can see no end to mountaineering days, and 
none better that life can offer, if we regard mountains both as 
possessions which we learn to enjoy and as embodiment's of a 
personality which can communicate with ours and assure us that 
the final end to which they are directing us is good. 

-
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