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HOW IT ALL BEGAN 
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Read before the Alpine Club, December 8, 1942 

HE files of the JOURNAL, Mr. President, tell me that I last read 
a paper1 to the Club in the other war ; and that it was about a 
season then nine years away. If I were to go back nine years now 

I should come to no season : in the summer of 1933 I was in Warsaw. 
If I were to go back nineteen I should come to a bit of a bad season, 
some of my indiscretions in which recently found their way into the 
JOURNAL. 2 They were neither important nor glorious. Of great 
adventures I have had none at any time ; nor have I had days with 
great guides. I never spent a night on an ice slope or felt the slow 
Vtrings of death mounting behind me in the cloudy dusk on the face 
of the Taschhorn. I have been out with a Burgener and a Simond 
and, very long ago, with Hans Grass the younger of Pontresina. But 
the Burgener was not the old giant ; the Simond J oseph of Lavancher, 
brother of Alfred of Montenvers with whom I spent bits of seven 
seasons, was a gentleman, a perfect companion and, among other 
things, an excellent map-reader, yet not exactly great (for one thing on 
a righthand ice slope he would cut off his right shoulder) ; while 1ny 
day with Hans Grass, who I have been told was firstrate if not quite 
great, was spent on an expedition which, were I a younger man, I 
might hesitate to mention, what the Pontresina trippers call the 
Diavolezza tour. It was very early in the season, in June, and he had 
nothing better to do. I understand why he took us into what to 1ne, in 
that day of ignorance, "\¥ere some very amazing crevasses on the 
Morteratsch Glacier, saying, ' Wir vvollen ab er etwas machen.' 

Recent seasons, great adventures, great guides .lacking, how was I 
to. obey the Secretary as is the duty of one who has found a Vice
President's baton in his rucksack ? It must be something general. It 
can hardly help being something intimate and, if you like, egotistical. 
A friend said to me recently that all climbers' writing is bound to be 
autobiographical. So I decided to trace back in memory when and how 
the hills and the high sno,:vs came into my life. I went out a la recherche 
du temps perdu ). and as I did it, I realised that I stood for the average 
of men all through human history. Like most of the race, if not like 
the mountaineer or the climber born, I began in ignorance of the high 
places, went on in awe and fear ; and only joined late the few, the 
elect I use the word precisely, for those who have been chosen by 
what we call accident to approach the treasury of the snows the elect, 

1 A.J. 31. 290 sqq. 3 A.J. 53. 246 sqq. 
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I repeat, who have found friendship and strength there, yet have 
never I hope lost their awe, and have not always lost all their co~mon 
human fear. I know that I have not. Once I asked you, Mr. President, 
very impudently, whether you were not afraid of the mountains, when 
among them, once in every twenty-four hours. You, the adventurer, 
said no. It was you, however, who vvrote of the hour when-

• 

'• the pale lords of sovereign height 
watch the cold armies of the night 
mustering their first assault.' 

If I had written those lines there would have been ' dread ' instead of 
: pale ' ; for that is the hour in which I have most often feared them, 
though no doubt my once in the twenty-four was a conversational 
overdraft. Perhaps it reveals my temper to note that I fancied you 
had actually written ' dread,' but found it was ' pale ' when I went to 
ver~fy my reference. Is it just possible that you only wrote ' pale 
lords ' because ' dread lords ' would have been more commonplace ? 
But this is not a literary club. 

The glaciers I never feared but once, for a moment, and that after 
many years spent with them. They had not the brutal arrogance 
of some of the rock spires, nor the more frightening 0 lympiari in
difference of the ultimate snows. They were friendly, lumbering 
creatures, slouching down hill with their dirty snouts. As a class they 
were ennobled a little and made more friendly by memory of the first 
I ever saw, a glacier so beautiful that the rest were for the most part 
only its plain, even ugly, sisters. It was Norwegian; its surface was 
clean of moraine, and instead of a dirty snout belching the torrent out 
of dusky jaws it ended in a glorious vvall of blue ice. After it, my first 
Alpine glaciers were a disappointment. 

The single moment of fear came this way. A small party had slept 
at the Col du Geant. It had to leave Charnonix within forty-eight 
hours. It vvoke to a foot of fresh snow, a tourmente on the plateau, and 
a great voice from the guides' room crying ' Ravanel ne bouge pas.' 
When red Ravanel would not, no one else dare move towards 
Chamonix on the long snowy road. But. we had to move somehow ; 
so, after a time, we set off down hill, first in . snow and then in dreadful 
rain, fot Purtud, the Allee Blanche, the Col de la Seigne and the Col 
du Bonhomme a long wet walk. We just got over the Bonhomme 
before the night. To,vards the head of the Allee Blanche, in thick 
horizontal v.reather, I saw through the murk some odd walls and 
pinnacles on my right front at that distance which, in such conditions, 
may be a hundred yards or may be half a mile. I thought of my map 
and said to myself ' Les Pyramides Calcaires,' vvhich are somewhere 
there about. But it vvas not they. It was the Glacier de 1' Allee 
Blanche, pushing out cruelly intp the turf and breaking down young 
trees ; for that was the solitary season in my climbing life in which 
the glaciers of Mont Blanc were advancing. I had then the twinge 
o.f fear that some infinitely remote subhuman ancestor must have had 
at the end of one of those interglacial ages of which the geologists 
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write, when the ice descended everywhere on to his hunting grounds, 
and drove his savage group back in miserable cold year after year. 

As I have said, I began, like most of us, and like most of our race, in 
ignorance of the high places. But it happened that I grew up, lived 
from four to twenty-four, in a house called The Hills. Very odd little 
hills they were, as I now realise; though to a child they seemed the 
only natural ones. They rose in humps r so to zoo feet above a river 
valley, in many .places as steeply as the material of which they were 
made would allow : it was a fine sand with occasional bands of yellow 
clay, and well worn quartz pebbles the diamonds and gold of childish 
treasure hunts. The hills had once been moor, had been ploughed over, 
I imagine, in the Napoleonic wars ; and had gone back in great part 
to rough grazing. They were cut up by steep little wooded valleys, 
what in the north we call cloughs. Many years later I learnt that the 
hills were part of the drift of the last great northern glacier, and that 
the sand and the quartz had been ground off the millstone grit above 
such places as that from which my name comes, Clapham, where 
the caves are, under Ingleborough. 

But there were some greater hills on the northern horizon of my 
child's world. Ten miles away, I never went to them. They were to 
me what similar things have usually been to average men just a 
boundary, an edge, to the habitable world. And sometimes, on very 
clear Sunday evenings, but only then for we are in South Lancashire, 
and my river valley is that of the Irwell above Manchester there rose 
to their left, and ten miles farther away, a flattened summit which 
later I should learn to class in the 6oo metre group Pendle Hill above 
Accrington. Those more often visible were the hills of Rossendale. 

Once, but once only, in twenty years I had sight of the high snows 
from our little hills. It was on a cold Sunday evening in winter. 
Looking south-east by east across the pit where Manchester lies, I saw 
them ' suddenly, afar, aloft', seeming astonishingly high ; and I was 
amazed. They were on Kinder Scout, which is always there, twenty
five miles 'distant ; but that is the only time I ever saw it from my 
home. Manchester srnoke took good care of that. A few years ago I 
had a variant of that solitary vision in a dream. In my dream, I came 
up from the woods in one of the cloughs, on to the open ground, as 
I had often done when a child, with home-rnade bow and arrows to 
hunt buffalo on the prairie ; but as I reached the open it changed under 
my feet. Soon it was the stony ridge of an Alpine foothill. I was 
looking down, not two hundred easy feet into the valley of the Irwell, 
with its Bridgewater Canal and its railway lines, ·but two thousand 
precipitous feet into an Alpine valley, with Alpine villages along the 
water. And as I turned to look south-east by east, behind the 
Victorian brick of my old home, there rose a gigantic fluted snow 
ridge, a dream reminiscence, unless I am mistaken, of Vittorio Sella's 
superb photograph of Siniolchu. 

The single real vision of the snows came late. It did not make a 
climber of me. Nor did the existence in my father's library of an 
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original edition of Whymper's Scrambles, the taking up of which is 
said to have converted so many of us, as the tolle lege converted St. 
Augustine. There it was. I read it and re-read it. I can give what 
they call the caption under every picture, from memory, all learnt 
before I had seen glacier or alp. And I suppose it must have had its 
subconscious effect. Direct effect I cannot trace. There was no talk 
of climbing in our house, except of the climbing of trees. There was 
some Swiss talk,· but the name~ that came into it were not of the Riffel 
or even the Bear, but of places like the Three Kings and the Lucerne 
Schweizerhof. I read of the Alps in Whymper as I read of the Dele~t
able Mountains in the Pilgrim's Progress, or more exactly as I 
might have read of Dante's Mount of Purgatory, had that been in our 
library: it was n<;>t. I shared the awe and understood the fears of the 
old race of guides who served Whymper. Memory fastened on his 
apocalyptic drawing of a thunderstorm on the Crete du Coq which 
is rather like a Dore illustration to the Purgatorio · or on that with the 
caption, ' In turning the corner· I slipped and fell ' where had the 
slope been quite so steep as the picture suggests, I doubt if anything 
would have stopped Whymper's fall or on that last tailpiece of the 
dead mountaineer w·ith the climax so skilfully imposed on the story 
of the catastrophe to which the whole book is an introduction : ' Climb 
if you will, but remember,' like the final warning addressed to the 
young man in his youth in the Book of Ecclesiastes. 

Not very brave of me ? I daresay not. I am looking for the truth. 
As a boy, had I been his contemporary, I might have followed the boy 
Why~per up Beachy Head: he had a commanding eye. I am sure I 
should not have led any one. I was a competent tree clitnber, but 
when it came to a magpie's nest at the very top of a tall slender syca
more, not quite perpendicular, with a bit of wind blowing, it was not 
I who led but a red headed Irish boy of our little gang. He would 
haYe ma_de .a fine rock climber.,.. hut he never had the chance~ .. _ _ 

I suspect that my primitive awe of the mountains was increased by 
my solitary approach to their gates as a small boy. We never stayed 
among them, and never went abroad ; but we did stay two years 
running on the Cutnberland coast at Seascale where in that good age 
there was bathing and cricket but no golf. Once, or perhaps twice, 
\Ve a biggish Victorian family were packed into a Victorian 
vvaggonette and · driven through Gosforth, with its runic cross, over 
rising, rolling country to Wastwater. I wondered in my tenth year, 
and I must say . tha:t I still wonder . often as I have since been to 
Was dale Head how anyone could live happily the year round in 
Wasdale Hall, at the lake'.s foot, facing the W astwater Screes. ' The 
Screes ' a new word to me then remained a word of gloom in my 
boyish memory ; and there \vas a second memory of gloom and awe. 
Looking up Wastwater, someone told me of two things beyond it 
called the Sty Head and the Black Sail. I am not sure that I was quite 
clear what they were ' mounts ' I daresay I thought them, high 
places undefined, like the Mont Cenis and the Mont Genevre to those 
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who coined the names. There was cloud about those gates into the 
inner hills there often is and that added to the darkness and 
mystery of their names. My bright memO!Y of that expedition is not 
of the mountains at all, but of the easy working of the horses' rumps 
and the jingle of their harness, as seen or. heard from a box seat. 

A few years later, when nearly fourteen, I climbed my first British 
peak.- That wats Cader ldris. But either it is a dull mountain, which I 
hardly believe, or I was in a dull, selfcentred, adolescent phase. It has 
left no live memory, of admiration or of awe. Such a blank is it that I 
sometimes wonder whether I really ever went up. But the mechanical 
side of memory says that I certainly did. Can this be explained by 
my interest that summer having been concentrated on what was to 
me the new sport of butterfly hunting ? 

There follows a spell of holidays spet:lt in a country recollection of 
which still competes with that of the great mountains for first place 
in my scale of memory value . Anyone who has been on the Quantocks, 
or walked the ridge of Selworthy Hill to Hurstone Point, or, from 
Cloutsham Ball, watched the red deer breaking out of Horner woods 
across the heather -on the flanks of Dunkery, will know why. To me it 
is still the best corner of England the better perhaps because when 
last I saw it there was no mechanical traction on the Porlock Road. 
And on the edges of the high ground, where Exmoor falls to the sea, 
you have the freedom of vision, and if you are capable of it the ecstasy, 
that the mountains give. It was from such a place that, as a boy, I 
first understood Tennyson's line about the eagle on his crag ' ringed 
with the azure wor Id ' ' the wrinkled sea beneath him crawls.' Later · 
in life, when I knew my mountains, Tennyson's lines always linked 
with some others, in which it was the man who clasped the crag, 
'ringed with the azure world,' and the eagle that passed far below him, 
' across the bosom bare of the red rocks,' and then. above him, 
' weaving majestic circles overhead ' :-

To stand upon a windy pinnacle 
Beneath the infinite blue of the blue noon, 
And under foot a valley terrible 
As that dim gulf, where sense and being swoon 
When the soul parts, a giant valley strewn 
With giant rocks, asleep, and vast and still: 
And far away. The torrent, which has hewn 
His pathway through the entrails .of the hill, 
Now crawls along the bottom and anon 
Lifts up his voice, a muffled tremulous roar, 
Borne on the wind an instant, and then gone 
Back to the caverns of the middle air ; 
A voice as of a nation overthrown 
With beat of drums, when hosts have marched to war. 

And from his pinnacle, ' the frieze of that colossal temple raised to 
Time,' he sees the eagle. 

' 
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I quote the lines they are by Wilfrid Blunt because I have never 
seen them quoted, because I think mountaineers should know them, 
and because they are full of the awe of the mountains. I do not know 
what place they meant to the poet : to me they mean the head of the 
Val de Rhemes, seen from the tawny crag of the Granta Parei. 

Between Exmoor and my first chance of travel abroad came a 
summer holiday in the Oban country. I was learning to see and to 
value mountain form and mountain colour. I had literary ambitions 
and remember trying to find words for what I saw in a schoolboyish 
diary. The words found were rather gushing pseudo-Ruskin. But 
like any other ablebodied schoolboy I wanted to get on top of the 
biggest thing about. That was Ben Cruachan, 3 6 I I feet. We got 
there, and ran down to sea-level in the pass of Brander in forty minutes, 
which shows that we were in fair condition and that Cruachan is not 
a serious ascent. It was my second British peak. 

As an undergraduate, the walking toutfold style took me into the 
Snowdon country and the Lake Mountains. About Snowdon we were 
most respectable. Our bases were not high inns but the Hotel Victoria 
at Llanberis and the Royal Oak at Bettws. However, we went up the 
ordinary things, wondering ignorantly about the risks on sliding scree 
·slopes, and otherwise showing our utter immaturity. The Lake tour 
was more enterprising. The base there was the post office of Hawks
head, Wordsworth's school town; and I still think that the circuit 
of the Bowfell-Scafell summits, out and back from Hawkshead, was 
a decent day's walk, though amateurish enough compared with the 
twenty-four hour courses of the peak-baggers. 

There were some climbers in the year above me at King's four of 
them became members of the Club and there was at least one in my 
own year. He would s-peak in what to conventional games-playing 
undergraduates seemed a curiously enthusiastic way about a book 
just out called The Badminton Mountaineering. !-{is devotion t9 _this 
book and this sport seemed, to some of us, faintly irregular and he 
has since been a Vice-President here. My first Long Vacation I 
spent, like the perhaps somewhat stodgy and certainly industrious 
apprentice to learning that I was, seeing famous cities, and learning 
German at Heidelberg. But in the second came the chance of that visit 
to Norway on which I saw my first glacier one of Slingsby's, coming 
down from the Justedalsbrae to,vards Loen Lake. We were just 
tourists. When I met two of my King's seniors fresh frotn the crossing 
of the J ustedalsbrae, with faces in the condition that diligent reading 
of Whymper had led me to expect, I cannot recall any real wish to go 
back with them. But I hope that it was forming subconsciously 
beneath the conventional crust. 

Even a tripper's Norway does nothing to undermine any natural awe 
of the mountains with which the tripper may have started. The 
Geiranger Fjord in a small boat by night is a fearsome place. yYhen 
first I saw the Alps, after Norway, I was a shade disappointed with 
something besides the dirty snouts of their glaciers. The first of them 
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that I met did not impend so much as I had anticipated. I do not 
know now where among them all you can get a four thousand foot cliff 
like that of Staven in the N orangsdal. Certainly not in the Engadine, 
my earliest Alpine valley, with its width and sunshine and its St. Moritz 
ladies who walked ' through the field in gloves, missing so n1uch and 
so much,' as the poet says. Then, all Norway is a bit haunted. One 
night we slept near a high pas·s high for tourists : there was a scrap 
of winter snowfield still on its summit and after supper I went up 
alone on tq the dark, waste, · windy fjeld. At once I knew why the 
Norse imagination had filled it with monsters like Grendel, and with 
trolls and firedrakes, and with such horrid incarnate ghosts as that of 
Glam, whose method of haunting was to ride on the rooftree of your 
house, beating the roof with ghostly put most heavy and material heels. 

I climbed no peak whatever in Norway that year. Next year, the 
industrious apprentice having taken his degree, went to study Gern1an 
and history at the University of Gottingen. The ·only mountains 
within reach were the Harz; he joined up with an equally industrious 
sister fr.om Hanover, went like Heine for a Harzreise, and walked up 
the Brocken. There were no hauntings or witches on the .. BFocken, 
nothing but methodical tourists plodding up well graded tracks in the 
Bodetal where there is fine rock scenery past the place where they 
say the witches danced but where they never will again ; and on 
the summit, in the Brockenhaus, more tourists facing rows · of empty 
thin-necked bottles of Rhine wine. My only true mountain memory 
of the Harz is of a thunderstorm seen from below, sweeping along its 
north-eastern escarpment, which rises rather grandly almost three 
thousand feet from the lowlands towards Magdeburg. 

It was a year later that I saw the Engadine. Someone in the family 
was going there on doctor's orders, and in June I joined a rather un
athletic party. The rail had not at that time got beyond 'fhusis ; so 
we drove ov~r the Julier through cuttings in the last_of the snow drifts, 
and this was about the most adventurous thing that came my ·way, 
except that descent into crevasses on the Morteratsch with Hans 
Grass : I cannot grade Piz Languard with adventures. Most of the 
time was spent not at Pontresina but at Sils Maria, where the meadows 
were still uncut I have never seen the June flowers again and the 
sleepy butterflies, just out of chrysalis, were clotted on the walks 
leading to the wooded peninsula of Chaste in the Silser See. From 
Chaste I would look up at what memory says but a memory based on 
ignorance of the mountains may be at fault was an ice wall below the 
summit of Piz Corvatsch. I would mutter the best line ever written 
about mountaineerin'g, and I repeat it, worn with hard usage though it 
is, for in ten words it says everything ' to walk with death and 
morning on the silver horns.' Could you so walk ? Obviously you 
could. Whymper had, and people did. Yet so strong was that old 
ignorance and awe of the highest places that even when, through a 
telescope, you saw men doing it on the upper slopes of Piz Roseg, you 
could hardly believe that they were real, or it possible. 

• 
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An in~erval of two years spent in Paris and England. The appren
tice's industry has been rewarded with a College Fellowship. There is 
some spare money in his pocket. His schoolboy's devotion to cricket 
and Rugby football and running at Fenner's has waned. There is 
again to be a family group in the Engadine, and it will include an 
able bodied youngster. Something might come of this. The mountains 
are pulling hard. But there is culture to be considered. So the 
promoted apprentice sails to Bremen on a cargo boat ; looks in again 
at Gottingen ; sees the place where Martin Luther threw ink at the devil 
in the Wartburg ;_ sees pictures in Munich, . buildings in Nuremberg, 
and so forth ; and he lands up at Innsbruck. ' Train to Landeck. 
Diligence to Sch.uls Tarasp and. then proof that·if his apprenticeship 
to learning is over, that to the Alps has not yet begun. For after these 
cultivated ·wanderings, he decides to get himself into condition for 
them · by walking from Schuls to Pontresina. That is a big hole in 
forty miles (Baedeker says 37~) of a white-hot dusty August high road. 
Result both feet skinned, any attempt on the mountains_ postponed, 
and a slice cut out of the two or three weeks available. 

But the feet heal. The youngster is game. You and he start 
• 

scrambling. (You have scrambled with him often since, and he has 
long been a member of the Club.) And then, then, you hire a guide 
to go up Piz Corvatsch, but from the Roseg side. Let me see. His 
name was Colani. When not guiding, he travelled in groceries ; or 
was it potatoes ? He tried to teach us to pronounce Romonsch. And 
he had once climbed with the great Dr. Gi.i~sfeldt who, he said, had a 
face like Drei Tage Regenwetter. . The Corvatsch of course proved 
ridiculously easy. You stood on its not very sharp, and not really . 
silvery horn, ' beneath the infinite blue of the blue noon,' looking on 
no ' valley terrible ' but on the Silser See and Chaste in the sunshine 
and, unhappily, also on the great lumbering barrack of the Maloja 
Kursaal. You cantered down, were duly complimented on your going, 
and at once set about planning another climb. It was to be, I remember, 
Piz Kesch, whose shape as seen from about Pontresina attracted us, 
and whose tariff suggested that it would he within our capacities, of 
which we were still very modest. But we never got there. rfhe 
holiday, curtailed at one end by damaged feet, was shortened at the 
other by broken weather. I went home how shall I put it hooked 
but not yet landed? That is too flippant. Ordained deacon but not 
yet priest is too pretentious. But a fairly solemn metaphor is required ; 
so let us say signed on to serve for the duration. · 

The home. walking tours had by this time become more frequent 
and braver. Christmas had been added to Easter, and. the next 
Christmas vacation it is of 1898-99 was decisive. There was some 
fine rough weather in Cu1nberland and plenty of snow. Five of us 
lost our way in the sno'\IV and mist on Bowfell ; got down in error into 
Eskdale ; lost our \vay again in the night and the rain on Burnmoor ; 
and after wading n1any streams made yYasdale Head really wet. At 
Wasdale there were climbers among them Owen Glynne Jones, and 
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another who if he is here tonight must pardon me for introducing 
him : he is a necessary and important part of how it all began. 

Field, for it was he, asked us to join his party of two on the Pillar 
Rock, 'vhere none of us had ever been. So we started, they with axes 
and rope, we with walking sticks. Conditions on the Pillar Fell vvere 
gloriously Alpine : there was a hard steep snow slope in Great Doup
the steepest I had yet been on. Field cut across it to my admiration. 
I admired him still rnore when he slipped out of a step and saved 
himself with the pick of his axe. Our sticks were no good for such work. 
But useless as they were, three of them have a little niche in climbing, 
if not in· Alpine, literature. Below that snow slope is the summit of 
Walker's Gully at that time still unclimbed. When it was first 
climbed, not many days later, three sticks were found upright in the 
snow below the final pitch. Those were ours. Sticks had been put 
aside 'vhen the rock was reached. They were mishandled on the 
descent, and three of them slid down the hard snow and over the 
gully's lip. 

Field was taking us to one of the many I-Iaskett-Smith climbs on 
Pillar. It used to be called the central Jordan or the Right Pisgah. 
Perhaps it is now labelled H.S1 . It used to be graded as difficult, 
thQUgh not very difficult. I expect it is no\V a good preliminary climb 
for an athletic girl; so fast and far have standards risen. \Ve Victorian 
beginners found it most impressive, especially in those Alpine con
ditions, with ice in the crack. I do not describe it. Some here know 
it very well ; and for pure Alpinists its f~w feet of gymnastic effort 
would not merit description. But it was my first real English rock 
climb. I used to go over it at night and plan to lead it when I became 
more expert. I was surprise<:! and gratified \Vithin a year to find how 
soon and easily that now insignificant measure of expertise came. 

It was a good old custom at Cambridge and Oxford for dons to take 
parti~~-. Qf . scholars and others walking in t!,le Alps in summer. The 
Tutor of my College, Alfred Cooke, afterwarcfs Headmaster of Alden
hatn School and Vicar of Mapledurham, kept the custom up. From 
walks he had passed to modest, then less modest, climbs ; but his 
tours retained the old shape ; they included more cols than peaks. 
l-Ie was never a member of the Club, though I believe membership 
had been suggested to him ; but he had lent a hand in the revision of 
Ball's guide, for he knew a great deal about out of the way valleys, 
especially in the French and Italian Graians. It was into that country 
that he invited me to accompany him and a couple of B.As. in the 
summer of '99· His habit was to start late August 15-20 and to 
finish about when the cows come down from the alps ; and so he did 
in '99· I can never be too grateful to him. Not because he taught me 
anything technical : he was no expert : he could neither cat on ice 
nor lead on rock. But because he took me into that country, in that 
way, and at that time. For after we had left our first base in the 
Chamonix valley, where we trained, we hardly sa'"vv a soul on our cols 
and little peaks ; and the cantines and small inns and huts where we 
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&lept were generally empty but for ourselves. I have loathed crowded 
mountains ever since. I hav'e liked to drop into centres where climbers 
congregate, but not to stay long in them. And I am certain that the 
Italian slopes are grander, that the Italian valleys are more beautiful, 
and that the Italian sun1mer life in the high valleys was more natural, 
less commercialised, than the Swiss. I say was. I have not been there 
for years, why we all know. When last I put a leg across the frontier, 
on the Portjengrat, which I fear was crowded from end to end but 
then I was no longer young a Saas guide, after congratulating me 
on 1ny guide, who happened to be my eldest daughter, reminded me 
that my right leg needed a black trouser, being as he put it ' in 
Mussolini.' No doubt it was a stock Portjengrat jest. 

I was still an uneducated apprentice when we started from the 
Chamonix valley in the late August of '99. I had bought an axe there 
and, being ignorant, a bad one. My boots were too tight in the toe, 
and ill nailed. In spite of the year before, I had not mastered the care 
of the feet. I began our first heavy day over the Col de Miage with 
one leg stiff from a fall, after a touch of sun and a night of sicklless, and 
i~ a pair of damp stockings. The 3000 feet or so up to the col on the 
French side were a trailing misery ; and so was the start in those boots 
for a week and more. J oseph Simond guided us over the col ; and 
after that we took on an occasional local man as we needed him. Queer 
fish some of them vvere, at La Thuille, or in the Val Savaranche or, on 
the last lap back over the main chain into Switzerland, through the 
Valpelline. The one we picked up at Pralognan was a smart fellow, 
as suited what was already a ' resort ' ; but thinking the season was · 
over he had indulged, and was in shocking condition. By that time 
even my feet were fit and we were all in hard condition, so we walked 
him sick . 

It was Simond's order on the descent from the Col de Miage, ' faut 
que tout le monde saute,' that made me jump ten feet down and 
across my first little ~chrund. The not very scientifically handled 
axe of Pierre Dayne of V alsavaranche sent down the first bits of ice 
that I heard tinkle from a slope into another schrund ; on the Becca 
di Monciair, behind the Grand Paradis. (That and its neighbour the 
Cima di Ciarforon were our only peaks ; but we did some ten glacier 
passes and a nu.mber of open ones.) It was Pierre, a simple soul, 
who, after we had crossed the Col de Teleccio, insisted on making ·a 
state entry into Cogne, marching ahead with shouldered ice-axe___,. 
Pierre Dayne avec quat' grands Anglais, as he would scribble on bits 
of paper for the cairns of our two small summits. 

From Cogne we dropped into the Val d'Aosta and so up the Val
pelline for the last lap. From that day to this the space between the 
Grivola and the Grand Combin, including the Valpelline and the peaks 
at its head, has drawn me like no other in the Alps. The north ridge 
of the Grivola has the most beautiful mountain line that I know ; and 
I daresay n1ost people agree with n'le. The Combin, though not 
technically hard and in part made of a bad sort of schist, gives me in 
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full what I specially want in a peak that I mean to climb site, magni
tude, and a decent distance from anything that can be called a resort. 
Being an historian by trade and now a mountaineer, the bulk of it 
blocking the sky at the end of a street as I walk about what was once
and still is in patches Augusta Praetoria, with the memory of crossing 
it, stirs a mass of emotions in me, which it would need a very skilled 
psychologist to unravel and evaluate. After many years and many 
visits, I came almost to dislike the view from Montenvers. I cannot 
be quite sure why, but I think if the confession does not sound 
outrageously priggish to members of the Club it was because of 
some defect in its lines ; though it may have been only through reminis
cence of bad photographs. I never grew weary of any view in the 
Duchy of Aosta. 

As we trudged up the Valpelline on a lovely September day in 
1899, we met a party with laden mules coming down. We did not· 
realise that this was the patronat of the inn at Praraye where we meant 
to sleep. It was a simple inn in those days, and there remained near it 
only a few herdsmen whose bread was the sort that you break with a 
hammer . We got there by moonlight, incredibly beautiful, and were 
in poet's mood until the food position was made clear. Fortunately the 
most provident of us had hidden in his sack's mouth part of a tin of 
bully beef. It was Charles Werner, who fell on the Aubers ridge in 
I 9 I 5. On that tin,. and some emergency beef lozenges, and scraps of 
the herdsmen's stony food we four made shift to sup and breakfast. 

Next day vve crossed the Col de Collon, very empty, very slowly, 
led by a smuggler guide, and came to an Arolla almost equally empty
of men, but fortunately not of food. The management was still at the 
Mont Collon, with a couple of English visitors or so. It was, I think, 
September 15. There we learnt how, little more than a fortnight 
earlier, Owen Glynne Jones and three guides had fallen on the west 
ridge of the Dent Blanche. The news rather shadowed our walk down 
under that ridge and by the graveyard of Evolena. But when I got 
home and my mind turned to the hills, it looked beyond graveyards ; 
and I forgot the tailpiece to Whymper's Scrambles. rfhere were 
dreams of what had been seen and done, plans for seasons of action and 
vision. And I . did not miss many of the next fifteen seasons, the years 
before the curtain of war first fell over Europe. 

THE VAGARIES OF MEMORY 
BY L. W. CLARKE 

Read before the Alpine Club, July 7, I 942 

ANY of us will remember the intense heat of August, 1911. 

After enduring for several days life in Londori at a temperature 
of I oo in the shade (a little trying to a man of nearly forty) I 

had escaped, and was rather wearily walking up the Maderanertal 

• 
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