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i\. GREAT GUIDE 1 

BY C. F. MEADE 

N this autumn, the golden age of Alpine mountaineering, 
which came to an end in 1914, seems more than ever remote. 
It is sad to reflect that the great guides who were the heroes 

of those glorious days may now have no successors, and that their 
fame is already only a legend. My first acquaintance with one 
of them was in 1901. It was my first season of serious climbing, 
and I was fortunate in my first guide, for I fell almost at once into 

· the hands of that famous Savoyard, Blanc, nicknamed le Greffier, 
one of the pioneers of the Alps. I knew him at first only by 
reputation everybody had heard of him in Maurienne and 
Tarentaise early in the century. Indeed he was known and loved 
throughout the Western and Central Alps, both in France and 
Switzerland. Each of his distinguished sons in turn had under
gone a drastic education at his hands, for he had taken them with 
him wherever he had climbed, and, as he began to age, made them 
lead for him whenever the difficulty became extreme. It was 
a hard schooling, and his third son, Pierre, has told me how once, 
and once only, on one of the more sensational climbs at Chamonix, 
after failing to swarm up an exposed crag on the crest of a ridge, 
he complained angrily to his father that the place was unclimbable, 
and how his father still more angrily drove him at it again, and 
gave him no respite till he had succeeded in grappling his way up. 

Apparently the old man thought it demoralising for a youngster 
to reach the status of guide too soon, and he always adopted 
a deprecating attitude whenever the great qualities of his sons 
Auguste and Pierre were mentioned. Auguste who was after
wards killed on Mont Dolent2 he would occasionally praise 
meagrely, but only in his absence, and the by no means inferior 
merits of the impertinently argumentative Pierre he was never 
willing to admit. ' Vous avez ete trop bon pour mes vagabonds 
de fils,' he would say, and Pierre's retort that it was unusual for 
an employer to climb for years with the same guide if the latter 
was a vagabond, was received in silence. 

1 We are gratefully indebted to John Murray, 50 Albemarle Street, London, 
for permission to print this article, which forms part of a forthcoming book by 
Mr. C. F. Meade. 

~ A.J. 25, 723 (with portrait), 73 I . 
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He was old-fashioned in his ways. The sum of twenty francs 
a day, with ten for the porter, was all that he would allow his 
employers to pay, and on those terms he would undertake the 
most difficult climbs in the Alps ; whether he had ever seen them 
before or not made no difference. 

When I first engaged Blanc Greffier I had done practically no 
climbing, and besides knowing next to nothing about mountains 
I was ignorant of the character of the formidable old man whom 
I had to deal with. Had I known Blanc and his mountains better, 
I should never have dreamed of proposing such an ambitious pro
gramme of ascents that it could only be successfully accomplished, 
with the aid of an iron determination and three weeks of more or 
less continuous fine weather. I could not guess that fate would 
provide the fine weather, and that Blanc had a good deal more 
than his share of the necessary iron determination. In fact, as 
things turned out, the indomitable amour propre of the old guide 
caused him to accept my proposals as if they had been a challenge, 
so that he carried out every item to the bitter end, completely 
disregarding the protests of his exhausted companions. Thus 
for three weeks· we continued indefatigably, always climbing three 
days running, each day a peak, with an intervening day for getting 
to huts or even occasionally for resting. . Blanc's third son, Pierre, 
accompanied us as porter. 

Strictly conscientious in every respect, Blanc, with a most 
masterful temperament, simply forced us to keep going. His 
methods were peculiar. Whenever difficulties occurred he was 
accustomed to take more or less command of all the parties on 
the mountain, provided they happened to be within earshot, and 
he lavishly distributed praise or blame wherever he judged it 
would be salutary. To a capable but rather awkward guide who 
was in charge of another party, and climbing down one of the less 
difficult passages on a Chamonix peak vvithout displaying that 
degree of fearless agility that Blanc thought desirable, orders were 
sharply given to turn his back to the cliff that he was descending : 
' Face au vide, je vous dis, face au vide, mon Dieu, combien de 
fois voulez-vous que je le repete ! ' 

He very nearly succeeded in preventing me in moments of 
exhaustion from freely slaking a frantic thirst at every spring that 
we met. The only drink that he approved of on a mountain was 
the sour red wine that I had not yet learnt to love, and which he 
carried in a skin smelling strongly of the goat which had originally 
supplied it. ' Il faut boire pour prendre de la force,' he would 
observe. Nevertheless, he was most abstemious, although on 
a proper occasion he would think nothing of finishing a whole 
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bottle of brandy vvith an old crony before going off to sing in the 
choir at the village church. 

Blanc had strict ideas on what was fitting. On the climb he 
took as his right the position of an autocrat, but when the climb 
was over, and the party was nearing its destination, the firmness 
of the autocrat gave place to a sort of ritual. The amateurs 
might \vell have been ciphers during the heat of the day, but no,v, 
if Blanc could contrive it, they were to come into their own and 
achieve the prominence that he considered due to them in the 
stately pageant of the arrival. Accordingly, as the imposing 
fac;ade of some grand hotel came into view, conversation ceased, 
Blanc hastily drew back, concealed himself behind his employers, 
pushed the reluctant Pierre still further to the rear, and thus the 
little procession that he had organised could advance with the 
formality that he deemed proper. 

Eventually the elaborate programme that I had so rashly 
planned was all duly accomplished within the given three weeks . 
It was evident that the old man was firmly determined that if 
only he could get me to the end of the performance alive, not a 
single detail should be left out. Towards the end of the tour, 
I remember, we were spending the night in a cowherd's chalet. 
My comfortable bed was a sheet . stuffed with hay, and after a 
surfeit of climbing I was sleeping the sleep of exhaustion, when 
at midnight Blanc appeared with his lantern and sternly com
manded me to get up, drink some black coffee, and prepare for 
an immediate ascent of the Charbonel. Ten minutes later he 
was again calling me, for I was fast asleep again, sitting on the 
edge of the bed. It was a relief when he arrived at his home at 
Bonneval, and our taskmaster told us that we should not be 
wanted for a few days, as he had business to attend to. He was 
at that time mayor of the village. 

Several times during our stay at Bonneval, and on many sub
sequent occasions, Blanc acted as my host. It -vvas characteristic 
of him that when I wanted to buy provisions to take with us in 
the mountains, I found that in his own estimation almost every
thing he supplied us with was either not good enough to have any 
value, or else too good to justify him in putting a price on it, so 
that in neither case could payment be accepted. In the priceless 
category were the bottles of delicious altitude-matured wine, 
made from the muscat grapes of Asti, and coming with a certain 
amount of mystery from a friend, the prior of a monastery across 
the frontier. 

Pierre, our porter, was as young as I was, and found his father's 
fondness for perpetual· motion rather too much even for his own 
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abundant energy ; indeed, Pierre vvas undisguisedly thankful to 
be released on the last day of our prodigious tour, when we left 
him at the parental home and crossed the mountains to sleep at 
Val d'Isere. On this occasion, Blanc as usual was determined at 
all costs to complete my wretched programme, and was adamant 
in insisting that the last four peaks which I had rashly inscribed 
on the list should all be climbed before we could think of descend
ing to our destination. That night at Val d'lsere I slept the clock 
round, and on coming down for luncheon next day to inquire for 
le Greffier, I was told that the indefatigable old man had borro,ved 
a rifle in order to set out that morning at three o'clock in pursuit 
of chamois. · 

La chasse was not the only outlet for Blanc's insatiable energy : 
there was also la contrebande. In those days there were no 
fascists patrolling the frontier to prevent Italian subjects from 
crossing into France, and it was still possible to do a little 
smuggling. This was rarely profitable, but it was not the hope 
of profit, it was rather the element of adventure that had for 
Blanc an irresistible attraction. He used to travel far afield into 
Italy, sometimes right into the south, bringing back hundreds of 
sheep, travelling with them by slow stages from railhead to the 
high Alpine valleys along the French border. From Alpine 
resorts such as Ceresole Reale, with only his sons to help him, he 
would drive his flock across the frontier by some glacier pass that 
was considered impassable except for climbers, and camp in the 
open among the sheep, high up near the snowline. Since it was 
quite out of the question to allow Italian animals to be seen in 
any of the French frontier villages, where they were absolutely 
prohibited, days had to be spent in conducting the flock, by 
infinitely slow stages, over a whole series of glacier passes till the 
party had penetrated sufficiently far into the interior of France to 
make it safe for them to appear and descend in a region where 
frontiers, customs officers and smugglers were alike unthought of. 

Sometimes these expeditions would involve a week of this high
level touring, and on one occasion at least, a decoy informer 
was employed to send an anonymous warning to the customs to 
say that a flock of sheep could be caught crossing a certain pass on 
a certain night. The inferior animals were then drafted out 
from the rest, and sent round by the route indicated till they met 
the customs officers, and while the latter were preoccupied 
with what seemed in the darkness a most satisfactory capture, 
the conductor of the flock of crocks had no difficulty in making his 
escape. At the same time, in the absence of the customs men the 
choicer animals were all safely driven across a less obvious pass. 
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Perhaps Blanc's most famous, if not his most arduous, exploit 
was his raid. from Courmayeur to Chamonix, when he successfully 
brought a flock of many hundred sheep over the Col du Geant. 
Mountaineering parties who crossed just afterwards were 
astonished to find the upper reaches of the glacier above the ice
fall covered for miles with sheep-dung. Pierre assures me that 
he and his brother spent the whole of one day and a moonlight 
night continuously lifting sheep up a vertical rock step high up on 
the steep Italian side of the pass. It is not surprising that the 
sons disliked the experience, and every time that their persuasive 
father induced them to accompany him on one of his smuggling 
trips they vowed that it would be the last. 

Another grande passion of this remarkable old man was the 
pursuit of the ibex. At that time these animals were strictly 
preserved in Piedmont for the King of Italy, and the Blanc family 
had only to cross one of the neighbouring frontier passes of nine 
or ten thousand feet to find themselves in the heart of the royal 
hunting country. The· ibex, though not so clever as the chamois 
in dealing with snow and ice, is even more agile on rock, and 
probably for Blanc the excitement of outmanreuvring the King's 
keepers gave the pursuit of the ibex an attraction that was lacking 
in the comparatively tame legality of chamois-stalking. Some
times the whole family would spend the night in a royal shooting
box, one son on sentry duty outside, on the watch for keepers, 
while the rest of the party inside were busy cutting up and cooking 
the meat from the animals they had shot that day. On one occa
sion they were surprised and put to flight by a patrol of keepers, · 
and once they were chased the whole way up one side of a moun
tain, down the other side into the valley beyond it, and then, 
still on the run, they ascended the slopes of yet another range, 
so that as night came on they looked down on the lights of their 
pursuers flitting from house to house, as the search passed through 
the village thousa11ds of feet below. The fugitives lay out in 
the open all night, and next day a long circuitous march by devious 
passes took them back across the frontier into France. 

Towards the end of his life, when he was over seventy, Blanc 
caused a good deal of anxiety to his family of sons and daughters. 
Like other guides, he was in the habit of dispensing with a porter 
when he accompanied a trusted client who was also an old friend. 
But unfortunately he often extended this practice, and undertook 
long, severe climbing tours as the only professional in charge of 
a party of indifferent climbers. After such expeditions he would 
return home in such a state of fatigue that often he could hardly 
remember where he had been. It was to save him from these 
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dangers that the C.A.F. artfully induced him to take on the 
uncongenial role of hotel-keeper and become the caretaker of 
the excellent Club hut at Les Evettes, a few hours above his home. 
The officials of the club charitably hoped that this new occupation 
would keep him out of mischief, but as the summer drew on the 
call of the mountains became irresistible. The victim of the . 

kindly plot was quite unaware of the solicitude that had prompted 
it, and at last one day, impatiently exclaiming ' Gardez votre 
vieille boite, moi, je fiche le camp,' he went off to join an old 
employer in the mountains of Switzerland. 

It was on his return from one of these trips, while he was 
recuperating at Bonneval, that I last saw him. I had not climbed 
with him for many years, and one day Pierre remarked that he 
thought his father would be pleased if we invited him to take us 
up the Albaron. Le Greffier agreed to the suggestion, and our 
day together was a great success. On the top of the mountain 
there was a fog. It was quite like old times, for Pierre, who had 
always been independent in mountaineering matters from the 
very earliest years of his Alpine apprenticeship, expressed his 
own opinion as usual on the question of the best way down. 
Accordingly the usual fierce quarrel took place bet-vveen father 
and son, and the old man, as was his custom, went on his way 
regardless of all argument and quite unperturbed even by the 
vehemence of his own language. Indeed, according to Pierre , 
these angry scenes always passed from his father's consciousness 
like water off a duck's back, leaving the younger generation, on 
the other hand, dazed and shattered by the violence of the storm. 

Blanc Greffier's death occurred late in 1914, and came with 
merciful quickness. In earlier life the toughness of his physique 
had enabled him to take liberties with his health, and even when 
he passed the age of 7 5 he never properly realised that he could 
no longer play these tricks with impunity. He would never have 
allowed a drink of cold water to any tourist in his charge who 
was overheated by exertion. Yet one afternoon he returned 
exhausted from hunting, drank cold water, and lay down to sleep 
on some stones. When he awoke he was ill. He sent for one 
of his sons. ' Je suis perdu,' he remarked,' il n'y a rien a faire ; 
le medecin ne pourra rien.' He made his will and in three days 
he died of pneumonia. 

He was a passionate lover of the mountains, and it was charac
teristic of him that his last words were : ' Tout ce que je regrette 
en abandonnant cette terre sont les montagnes et les chamois.' 
Pierre's epitaph for his brother Auguste applies equally well to 
le Greffier himself : ' II etait fier et juste.' 

• 
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