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Read before the A.lpine Club, October 2, 1943 

ORE than a quarter of a century ago a schoolmaster, who was 
subsequently to attain some distinction, was endeavouring to 
impress certain verse forms upon the memories of his pupils. 

Whether he attained any success is not a matter upon which, after so 
long an interval, I can entertain any very positive opinion ; I can, 
however, affirm that, in the case I know best, the triumph, if any, 
was evanescent. But it was his practice to use fragments of English 
verse to illustrate the Latin, and some of these· tags remain. One such 
gobbet swam into my mind this day four weeks ago, when I was 
listening in this hall to Mr. Odell's masterly paper with a pleasure 
marred only by gloomy forebodings about its successor. The precise 
point of prosody which this line was intended to illustrate still eludes 
me, nor can I remember, if I ever knew, its origin. 'I commend both 
these questions to the erudition of my listeners, for whom they may 
while away the tedium of. the next forty minutes. To the best of an 
admittedly imperfect recollection, however, the actual words were: 

' None but the hero himself 
Can bend the great bow of Ulysses ' 

and their application is painfully obvious. Unless one has a new tale 
to tell, or unless, alternatively, one has some slight share in the artist's 
power of selection, the evocative skill, and the mastery over words that 

------:::e~n-='abted-Montague, for example, to itlumine so large a partofl:ne whole 
delight of mountaineering in half a dozen tingling pages of ' The Right 
Place,' one is ill qualified to read a paper to this Club. 

What a pity, by the way, that Montague didn't do one or two climbs 
in more detail. He would have found the right words to do justice to 
all the best moments : the moment when, for example, groping above 
an overhand with one hand, you find a perfect hold, and all that is 
needed is a good arm pull. Or the moment when experience at length 
triumphs over timidity, and you make that long stride and find, as 
experience had predicted but timidity denied, that a new equilibrium 
is established. Or the pleasure of discovering that the right way to go 
down an ice slope is to put the inside foot beh-ind the outer one. Or 
the first rush down good snow after you have regained your ski. Or 
even the wicked pride of having once done a ski jump, for no better 
reason than that you saw a crevasse too late to have any option. Or 
the grip of rubbers on rough rock, and the bite of claws on grainy ice. 
' There are,' as he said, ' endless courses to this feast.' And outside 
the regular courses there are some special delicacies at the beginning 
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· and the end. To quote again ' Outer edges of old holidays, the 
marginal bits that you may b;ive looked upon at the time as mere 
unavoidable selvage these have a trick of waxing almost poignantly 
pleasant in recollection. The true delight of travel, the one that is 
going to print itself unaccountably and indelibly upon you, seems to 
prefer to come as a thief in the night and not at the hours you specially 
fix for its entertainment.' 

For this reason, no doubt, one of my best recollections is of sailing a 
centre-board dinghy across the lake of Thun in the interval between 
reaching and leaving Spiez when homeward bound. There was a good 
breeze just enough to make one luff from time to time. The snows 
of Altels and Balmhorn shimmered in the afternoon sun : the Niesen 
looked a shapely peak despite its funicular. The lacustrine scenery 
was incredibly domestic and cosy. Towards evening the wind dropped> 
and we regained the quay on practically the last puff, just as the fire
work boats were putting out into the little harbour. We had a perfect 
dinner on a sort of pontoon attached to a lakeside restaurant, while 
the lanterns glided across the water, the rockets soared and fell, and 
bursts of red fire glowed suddenly in <:tll the hills. Too soon we had to 
walk up to the station, but the Niesen's light solaced the first twenty 
miles of the horneward j ourne1. 

It is not the views from summits or belvederes which remain with 
us most vividly, but other and, as it were, accidental prospects. Most 
sharply focussed for me is a vision of. the great shou] der of Mont 
Blanc, from the Aiguille du Midi to the summit the ridge that forms 
the right bank of the Glacier des Bossons seen by moonlight through 
a momentary gap in the mist from a point near the V allot refuge. We 
had mounted from St.· Gervais in doubtful weather, intending to cross 
the mountain and return by the Brouillard ridge. At the Tete Rousse 
it was snowing: at the Gouter hut when we opened the door two of 

---- fne tnma .es fell ou , so grea was-the pressure witfiin. 'I'hough- tt _w_a_s __ _ 
already late in the day, and snowing, we decided to make a push for 
the Va11ot hut, rather than return quite empty-handed. If we had not 
seen the hut at 6 P.M. we would turn back. At 5·55 P.M. we caught a 
fugitive glimpse of it through a hole in the mist enough to get a 
compass bearing and within an hour we were consuming hot soup 
within the chilly walls of the ice-filled refuge. 

Once or twice in the night I looked out to see what the prospects were 
for the morrow. Most of the times falling snow, bound ultimately for 
the Adriatic or the Mediterranean, according to the last vagary of a 
chilly breeze, was all that was to be seen, but once there was a break, 
through which the moon shone on a wild, white world. 

The lull was momentary. Next morning, still in mist and wind, we 
went to the top and returned, abandoning our further plans a dis~ 
appointment momentarily assuaged by ·a gross repast upon the bulk 
of our three days' provisions. 

A somewhat similar glimpse from the Promontoire hut is less vividly 
imprinted, perhaps because the following day was more eventful. 

• 
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The weather improved towards dawn and we made a late start. At 
the top of the Grande Muraille we had an altogether too late breakfast, 
not quite at the usual place, and started'up the Glacier Carn!. This was 
in very bad condition loose granular snow covering ice and melting 
rapidly. We had no claws, and I discovered that the inclination of 
the glacier had increased by about 20 degrees since my last visit. The 
fact that it is in the strictest sense a hanging glacier with the whole 
height or depth of the Grande Muraille beneath its painfully close lower 
edge added to the poignancy of this discovery and to the labour of 
clearing off the loose slush and making steps in the ice ·beneath. 

I am not sure whether the late hour, a general feeling of insecurity, 
or doubts about the state of affairs immediately beyond the Breche 
Zsigmondy played the largest part, but, in any event, we turned back, 
the retreat being, if anything, more enthralling than the advance. The 
steps had mostly to be remade, being filled with slush. 

With a sigh of relief we regained the rocks, and sat down to eat again 
at our old breakfast place, which, as I have said, was not quite the 
usual place. We had avoided the latter because a slab above it bore a 
load of several tons of snow in a highly deliquescent &tate. Suddenly 
and soundlessly this plaque slipped off. It passed within two yards of 
us with a slight hiss, and vanished over the edge of the Grande 
Muraille. Half a minute later a few spurts on the Etan9ons Glacier 
announced its arrival at the foot. We followed it respectfully. A few 
days later we came up the wall again. The glacier was hard frozen, 
and had resumed its normal angle, and we walked easily across it. 

Altogether I have been up the Grande Muraille three times, and 
·down it once. The first time I thought the rock verged on the severe 
in places : by the fourth passage I reached the conclusion that it was 
no more than difficult about the standard of the Great Slab in Cwm 
Silin, which indeed it strongly resembles. This four~old experience 

_ _ __ b_ro_ught_lLame._to _ _me_the-extent--to- wh-i-Gh-f-amiliar-i-t-y--can--redaee-t-hP-e - - -
formidableness of a great cliff, in the Alps as well as in the homeland 
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hills. Like Falstaff's sack, it hath a twofold operation. In the first 
place, the mere feeling of having been there before and the know-
ledge of what lies ahead, is comforting. And secondly, the actual 
ground traversed is probably a good deal easier, if one has any eye for 
country. Thus a party deposited near the foot of the Central Gully 
of Lliwedd, with no previous knowledge of the cliff, and intent on 
finding the easiest way up the East Peak, might find themselves tip-
toeing up Mallory's slab because they thought the rather blank looking 
expanse of Shallow Gully unpromising and could not spot from below 
the traverse across to the Quartz Babe. ~ G:>r, if they hit off this line, they 

- might, having passed the Route II slab, continue up the Route II 
~himneys directly above, ignoring the neat little traverse that leads out 
on to the easy ground of the Roof. On a face the size of the Grande 
Muraille one has a dozen possibilities, one above the other, of going 
astray on Paradise or Purgatory instead of following tne sound moun
taineering line of Stack Shelf. 
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Having strayed on to the face of Lliwedd a thing which will surprise 
none of my friends may I take leave to observe that it is, in my 
judgment, one . of the best •if not the best of British crags for 
teaching the elements of route finding. The characteristic Lliwed~ 
manoeuvre up a· scoop till it steepens, then break out along a line 
of weakness to reach the ridge of a buttress abpve its steepest part
can be repeated again and again on, for example, the Aiguille Verte by 
the route which is so oddly called the Moine Ridge, though it is almost 
entirely a face climb. On the Ecrins too, above the Col des Avalanches, 
anti on the Tiefenmatten face of the Matterhorn,. a knowledge of the 
topography of Lliwedd stands one in good stead. 

At the moment Lliwedd is under a cloud. (I speak metaphorically,. 
though I have little doubt that the statement is also . true literally.} 
Fashion has passed her by, and like the writers of yesterday, she no, 
longer exercises much fascination over the new generation. No doubt 
there will be, in time, a revival, but certainly for the moment her· 
glory is departed. ' The steepest and most exposed climb in England 
or Wales,' the lovely and terrible siren of our youth Avalanche
has become ' a medium Very Difficult. A very open route of no special 
difficulty but obvious charm, and sufficiently steady to keep the· 
inter~st going over about a third of the whole cliff height.' A footnote 
is yet more unkind to the ageing beauty ' The charm is of a kind 
easy to appreciate.' So, some twenty years after the peace, might the. 
younger ladies at the court of Menelaus have spoken of the face that 
launched a thousand ships. But the fathers and uncles of these young 
persons no doubt continued to· entertain a quite different opinion. 

· One unique merit, which even the youngest climber must allow to 
Lliwedd, is the scope it affords for solitary climbing. The East Peak 
gives three routes which, while easy, are not too easy, and whic~ thread 
their way through ground otherwise entirely difficult and steep. The 
West Peak, which is suitahl esGeat, is-me:£e-b-roken an:d more· 
combinations are possible, but for a solitary climber ' the interest is well 
maintained,' in the words of the new guide : that is, provided he 
belongs to one of the two classes designated in that work as proper 
to Lliwedd, namely, the ' early .' and the ' medium grade ' climber. 
As I can no longer be described as early if I apprehend the meaning 
of that word in its present context I ·suppose I may flatter myself that 
I belong to the medium grade. I may, however, be wrong in the 
former conjecture, for I lately discovered that after thirty years of 
cross-country running, in the course of which I have covered about 
27 ,o.o_o miles, I am still, in the eyes of the A.A.~., a beginner at--that 
sport and eligible to compete in novices' handicaps. After this reve
lation I should not be surprised to learn that I was still an early climber. 

The first solitary climb that .came my way was the Kleine Zinne. 
This was more than twenty years ago. I found myself in the Dolomites 
with no climbing companion, and as guides were beyond my means, 
I made some solo ascents. I remember reaching the top of the Kleine 
Zinne wit~out difficulty, but with some tremors about the descent, and 
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I. found the 40 feet of line I had with me very comforting on the way 
down, though I only used it once. I al~o went up the six Vajolet 
Towers. On the Winkler I met another wanderer an Italian and 
we joined our lines for the descent of the Delago, whi~h might other
wise have been decidedly awkward. 

I afterwards made some rather difficult ascents in the Lake District 
and Wales alone, but my enterprise in this direction, and indeed in 
others, was checked by a fall from the Holly Tree Wall above the 
Idwal Slabs. This is the only fall on rock I have ever had at this 
point I clutch the excellent wood of our reading desk with both hands · 
but it was enough to convince me that it was not only possible but easy 
to come off on rock above a c~rtain standard of difficulty. I was 
attempting to go straight up above the first pitch on the Original Route 
-towards Cinderella and a minute rock flake on which I was standing 
broke off. Adopting anachronistically, for it .was not then invented
the Bridge technique, I managed to turn the fall into a face outward 
slither ending in a jump to the broad grass ledge below, and suffered 
no physical damage beyond losing both boot heels and sitting down on 
my own so hard that my coccyx remained bruised for some weeks. The 
moral damage, however, was more severe, and though I did not proceed 
to the extreme measure of the young man in British Mountain 
Climbs who, it will be remembered, ' never climbed again,' I think 
my enterprise, such as it was, was permanently impaired. 

A signal merit of climbing alone is that it accustoms one to being 
unroped, a great time saver on long stretches of most Alpine peaks, 
particularly if one learns to rope and unrope expeditiously, which is 
chiefly a matter of having a good technique for coiling and securing 
the rope.1 It is also useful to have two 40 feet rather than one 8o feet 
length .. This again is very convenient for double roping on the glacier, 
for a party of two. 

----- 1 While· on· dre-s-utrje-ct ui' l'ope-s, I- mighrmentiona notion: ·ftrr a · safety dev ic e 
which occurred to me many years ago, though I have lacked the means and 
energy t9 experiment with it. It is well known that the important thing in a 
climbing rope is the resilience, but it is not so generally realised that the resilience 
of all ropes actually in use is inadequate. That is to say, if a leader is h feet 
vertically above his second, and comes off, the mere resilience of the rope will 
not absorb the shock. This is true whether his 5 feet or so feet, since in each 
case the amount of energy to be absorbed per foot of rope is the same to wit, 
300 foot lbs. per foot of rope, if the leader weighs 150 lbs. One would need a 
young hawser or some much more elastic material to absorb this shock, and 
the fact that falling leaders are in fact frequently held is due either to luck·
e.g., falls are rarely vertical and rarely free or good management, which takes 
the form of the second checking the rope gradually, or rather avoiding a direct 
belay, for if he uses the orthodox rock anchor and hip belay he will find himself 
unable to do more than check gradually, if indeed he can check at all. Unless 
one has experienced it, it is hard· to imagine the ferocious jerk on the second 
when the rope tightens after a leader's vertical fall. The actual magnitude of 
this jerk depends on complicated circumstances, but one can easily form some 
idea of its minimum value, under the most favourable conditions. Suppose, to 
take an actual case, the leader falls from 2 5 feet above his second, and is 
checked after 1 o feet of rope have been run out, and when there is 2 feet 6 inches 
of stretch. Altogether he has fallen 62! feet, and during one-fifth of this dis-
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Double roping, together with Prusik slings and some previous 
practice in their use makes a party of two reasonably safe against the 
infrequent but real danger of the completely concealed crevasse. For 
my part I have never fallen into a crevasse, but I have helped to pull 
better men out. Lest this statement without qualification should 
appear hubristic, I had better add that I once fell through a cornice, and 
might have spent the rest of my life making an entirely unauthorised 
entry into Italy had not Eric Shipton immediately leapt down into 
France. This was on the Rochefort ridge. 

Despite the need for greater care on snow covered glacjers, a party. 
of two is generally faster than a larger group, and notwithstanding 
some fairly long expeditions I have never had a night out in the Alps 
at the end of a climb ; indeed, I have only once had an involuntary 
night out at all, though on another occasion I came near it. 

This was soon after I returned from West Africa. An accident
! was knocked down by a motor cyclist while running in a cross
country race kept me away from the Alps in summer, and, what is 
more, deprived me of the education that would have come from accom
panying Gino Watkins so I went out at Christmas, to Adelboden. I 
spent a fortnight learning, inadequately, to ski and making tours below 
the summer snowline ; I should probably have done more learning if 
I had done less touring, but I dori't regret the course I took~ On my 
last day but one I went ov~r to Lenk by the Hahnenmoos and tried 
to get a guide as a companion for the Wildhorn, which seemed rather 
a tall order for a solitary attempt by an indifferent skier. The guide 
was away cutting wood, but his small son went off to collect him while 
I pursued my way towards .the hut, arguing that he would soon over
take 1ne, and that the hou~ was late. 

The winter sun had set as I plodded up beside the frozen waterfall 
that adorns the first valley step on the ,;vay to the Iffigen See, and by 
the-time- ! reaelwd-t-h-e_:seeend step-i-t-was fa-i-rly-clark,-as- the moon;--- ~ 
with whose movements I had taken the precaution to acquaint myself, 
had not yet risen. It was also freezing hard; my skis tnade less and 
less impression on the hard snow, and presently I found myself pre-
cariously scratching along a steepish slope with an invisible but, I felt, 
considerable declivity beneath me. Like George II at Dettingen, I 

tance the rope has been taut. Assuming, therefore, that the second tnanaged 
affairs as well as possible, and kept the tension uniform an impossibly op
timistic assumption that tension would be five times the weight of the leader. 
This is the minimum in practice it might be much more, though if it were 
more than ten times the leader's weight the rope would break. 

My idea to increase the resilience of the rope is to make a sort of reef, tuck 
or pleat in it. Suppose one folded back a bight of 6 feet upon 3 feet of the rope 
and bound the resulting threefold length of 3 feet round with whipping. The 
whipping would burst when the strain can1e upon the rope, and in doing so 
take up a good deal of en ergy. In effect the tuck would act as a shock absorber. 
Its efficiency would depend on the strength of the whipping and the way in 
which this was applied. One can think of two or three variants, which might 
conceivably double or even quadruple the shock absorbing properties of 
the rope. 

• 
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felt that I should have more command of my movements on my own 
feet, could I but once establish myself upon them. I finally managed 
this by planting both my sticks upside down in the slope at the same 
level and three feet apart and resting my ski against them while I 
dismounted. Qnce on my feet I found that the slope was less steep 
than I had supposed, and ascended quite comfortably, kicking steps 
and pulling the ski behind on a long string. The angle also declined 
when I regained the ridge, which I had left in the course of zigzagging 
up on ski. It was now about 7 P.M., quite dark, very cold and decidedly 
lonely. I assumed that the guide was following in my tracks, but a 
few hails produced no reply. My idea of the whereabouts of the hut 
rested entirely on the map, and I was by no means sure that I could 
locate it in the dark. At any rate, it seemed prudent to wait until the 
moon rose. At this point of my reflections I bumped into a half
buried chalet. The door yielded to the persuasion of a ski -stick quite 
easily, and I began my first Alpine bivouac. After three hours one of 
my howls produced a hoarse bellow faint and far but unmistakable
in reply, and presently the guide arrived also, I was glad to see, 
pulling his ski. He produced a flask of still warm tea, and gratified me 
further by announcing that it was Tee mit Rhum. I am not sure that 
Rhum mit Tee would not have been a better description. 

Almost simultaneously the moon rose, and the expedition proceeded 
with a considerable rise in moral. We resumed our ski on a gentle 
slope and presently crossed the frozen Iffigen See in bright moonlight 
and sparkling cold. Whether it was the moonlight, the air, the hour, 
the change in prospects, or a further application of the Tee mit Rhum, 
I am not prepared to say, but the scene as we crossed the frozen lake 
struck me as supremely beautiful, and still remains as· one of half a 
dozen memories of particular vividness. We found the hut in good 
condition, with plenty of wood, and turned in after an excellent supper 

---- and the final disappearance of the Tee mif Rliun1.J.!e11 as1eep as my 
head touched the pillow, and was awakened almost immediately by the 
guide's announcing that it was five o'clock and a snowy morning. 

My reading on the subject of avalanches and the risk of being cut 
off in a high valley would have led me to start downwards immediately 
had I been alone, but my companion seemed quite happy. We ate a 
brisk breakfast, tidied the hut, packed the tea (no longer, alas, mit 
Rhum) and started upwards. 

In a comparatively short time, and after a final ascent on foot, we 
reached the top. That is to say, it was the highest point in the im
mediate vicinity, and had a cairn, and my companion assured me that 
it was the top, but as visibility was about ten yards during the whole 
ascent, I cannot positively affirm that he was right. We then turned to 
descend. At the hut it was still snowing hard, and as we collected our 
luggage my friend assured me that we must travel both ' schnell ' and 
' gerade ' or the avalanches would have us yet. I was somewhat alarmed 
by this, as I knew myself to be quite incapable of taking straight some of 
the slopes beneath us. However I discovered that, unlike Mr. Caulfeild, 

• 
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the guide approved of stick-riding, at which I had had some practice, 
but surreptitiously, believing it to be a vice. We had an exhilarating, 
.and exhausting, helter-skelter down the slopes, and were back in Lenk 
well before midday, having seen no avalanches at close quarters, 
though we heard them behind us as the morning wore on. After 
paying the guide, and bestowing a Trinkgeld which I trust was com
mensurate with the Tee mit Rhum, I demolished a large meal and pro
-ceeded down the valley to Zweisimmen. I was skating peaceably along 
the road when I met a large dog pulling an old woman on a sledge. 
This animal with the most sudden and devilish malice took a large lump 
<>Ut of my trousers and a smaller lump out of my person, the old woman 
assuring me the while, after the manner of dog owners, that he was a 
good hound and that there was no cause for alarm. Stanching the 
blood with a handkerchief, the trousers with a safety pin, and the old 
woman's torrent of words \Vith a ' Das macht nichts,' I proceeded on 
rny way, and reached Zweishnmen without further misadventure, and 
England without hydrophobia, but not, unfortunately, without a sharp 
attack of influenza. 

The complete night out occurred in the following summer, the first 
··of the seasons in which I had the great good fortune to climb with 
Shipton, then at the outset of his career. I have no difficulty in remem
-bering his age, because in this our first season, 1927, his mountaineering 
nearly came to an abrupt conclusion on his tvventieth birthday : we 
were descending Les Bans in the Dauphine by the north face I think 
it was the third descent and he was grazed by a falling stone and 
knocked out for a minute or two. This season was one of unbroken 
.success except for an inauspicious beginning. We arrived at Pralognan 
at the end of June after a 24-hour journey from London, and set out 
after a brief pause for lunch for the Peclet-Polset hut. There is a 
flattish walk of several miles before the path begins to rise towards the 
double goal of the-Col de Chaviere and the hut. If was ·a-very hot~ -
~afternoon, we had had an indifferent night in a French third class 
·carriage, and for my part I was burdened by a preposterous axe, or 
rather halberd, which I had bought three years before in Lienz on the 
way to the Hohe Tauern after the solitary ascents in the Dolomites of 
·which I have spoken. This axe bore a strong family resemblance to 
,one of the earlier implements wielded by Melchior Anderegg, and even 
in Tyrol, where ancient customs linger, it must have been a piece 
·of old, and . conceivably secondhand, stock worked off by an oppor
tunist shopkeeper on my youthful ignorance of snow mountains and 
the German language. -~ 

Thus grotesquely accoutred, I marched briskly up the valley. Eric, 
with a discretion beyond his years, refrained from comment, although 
he knew what was what, having had a season the year before with Elie. 
Richard, an admirable little man who lived at Les Etages near La 
Berarde, and was retained by diffidence rather than lack of ability in 
the second class of guides. He must have been a very good teacher, 
)though of course he had a singularly apt pupil. I think his was the 
·only instruction in icemanship that Eric ever received . 

• 
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. . 
The afternoon was hot and thundery, and soon after we began to 

mount the steep slopes to,vards the Col de Chaviere, a heavy storm 
burst. This must be our excuse for having failed to observe the point 
where the hut path turned off to the right. At any rate, towards dusk 
we found ourselves in heavy rain and poor visibility son1ewhere in the 
neighbourhood of the col. An attempt to traverse towards the hut 
across scree and broken ground in the semi-darkness produced its 
natural result, and it was with some relief that towards midnight we 
agairt stumbled on to the path to the col and began to retreat towards 
Pralognan and to look about for ' a completely extemporaneous 
bivouac.' About I A. M. we contrived to break into a cowshed and 
sheltered for a couple of hours, combating chilly sensations by the 
continuous brewing of tea. At 3 A.rvf. we resumed the retreat and 
reached Pralognan in time for breakfast and bed our first repose for 
48 hours. We rose again for dinner, and I took the opportunity to 
replace the halberd by a more serviceable weapon of the Chamonix 
pattern . . The rain had continued all day, but when we set out again at 
3 A.M. the night was clear and starry. This time we directed our steps 
to the Felix F~ure. Twelve hours of sleep had worked wonders, and 
I have seldom enjoyed anything as much as the walk up through the 
pinewoods to the col, first in starlight and then in a clear, cool dawn 
with yesterday's rain still sparkling on the trees. After a monumental 
breakfast at the hut, we climbed th~ Gliere and followed it up by the 
Grande Casse the next day the first ascent that season. We walked 
up quite easily on claws, but found them balling badly on the descent, 
and came down the steeper parts facing inwards, kicking and occa
sionally cutting steps after removing the claws. The face inwards 
method is deprecated by some authorities, but in my experience it· is 
often the quickest and safest method of descent. 

On successive days we climbed the Motte, the Sassiere, the Tsante-
____ j~ina and the Pourrj. For_thi~la§_t_we h~g_CLIDP_s_t~QjQy~pl~. I).ight a"-=-t -=-th=e,;::;__ __ 

chalets of Les Marais, with hospitable herdsmen and an excellent hay 
bed. We made quite a long day of it, traversing the whole length ot 
the ridge and descending into the Peisey valley, whence we returned to 
Val d'lsere by the Col de la ·sache. We were fortified against this 
ascent by several pints of milk obtained from a cowherd, which was 
just as well, for we gained the col towards dusk and owing to the broken 
ground on the Val d'Isere side did not reach Tignes until 1 1 P .M. after 
a 20 hour day. 

From all these peaks of the Graians the Alpine giants are well seen. 
We left the Pennines and Mont Blanc for the next season, but moved 
towards the conspicuous vvhite cwm of Les Ecrins, entering Italy by 
the Col de la Galise and climbing the Paradiso and .. the Herbetet (by 
the south ridge· an excellent rock climb) on the way. In the Dauphine 
we had excellent weather and first rate climbing. 

I imagine Les Ecrins must have changed a good deal since Whymper's 
first ascent. It is, I think, a reasonable inference from the account in 
Scrambles that he considered it a good deal harder than the Aiguille 

. 
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Verte, which is certainly not the impression one gets today. Probably 
the removal of loose stones from the ridge of Les Ecrins by the frequent 
passage of parties has made a great deal of difference. In Whymper's 
time the ridge of Les Ecrins may have resembled the ridge of Le 
Rateau t6day. The traverse from the Breche de la Meije to the 
summit of Le Rateau is still a remarkably scabrous passage. 

I have never discovered the origin of the name of Les Ecrins. I 
imagine it has nothing whatever to do with jewel boxes, any more than 
the Jungfrau with maidens, the Dru with ogres, Monte Rosa or the 
Rosengarten with roses, or the Cervin with stags. But whereas the 
writings of M. Jules Guex have supplied me with plausible, because 
well documented, conjectures about the others, no etymology of the 
Dauphine names has come my way. 

' 

It is generally held that no amateur, however able, is as good as ~he 
best guides at feats of sheer endurance. I am inclined to think that 
Shipton comes near to being an exception to that rule I doubt if any 
guide could have exceeded some of his days in ·the Himalaya. Even 
at the time when we were climbing together, although he had by· no 
means reached his full strength, he was a very remarkable goer. I 
shall not easily forget the day when we started at midnight from the 
Chanrion hut with heavy sacks, descended into the Dranse valley, 
traversed the Grand Combin, and finished by sitting in the Emperor's 
chair at Bourg St. Pierre before dinner. But I did once see him tired. 
This was at an earlier stage in the traverse from the Mischa bel to Mont 
Blanc, of which the Combin day formed part. In the course ·of little 
over a week he had climbed the Nadelhorn, traversed the Dom, 
ascended the W eisshorn and Zinal Rothorn, gone up the Crestone Rey 
and round the Betemps skyline over the Lyskamm to the Felikjoch, 
traversed the Matterhorn by the Zmutt and the Italiap ridges, and the · 
Dent Blanche by the Ferpecle and south ridges~ On these expeditions 
he ·was accompanied either by Kelly, or by me, or by both of us. But 
whereas Kelly omitted the Monte Rosa Lyskamm traverse and 
the Dent Blanche, and I the Zinal Rothorn, Shipton had no off day 
at all. 

The Dent Blanche is a big mountain and its western or Ferpecle 
ridge is an excellent rock climb long, continuous, and quite steep. 
In my recollection it is distinctly harder than the Zmutt arete, though 
much obviously depends on conditions. The great gendarme, where 
0. G. Jones and his guides met their fate, exerts a somewhat daunting 
influence over the lower slabs, nor is the approach up the glacier 
altogether simple. However, the various obstacles were surmounted 
and the summit reached well before midday. After a long sojourn on 
the · top we were hunted down the south ridge by a thunderstorm, 
turned off down the west face, and reached Bricolla before dinner time 
after an eventful but exhausting day. While d'inner was being pre
pared \Ve ordered a litre of wine. I had drunk a pint of wine and water, 
and was gazing out at the wreathing clouds on the Dent Blanche, when 
a heavy thuq caused me to look round. Eric was lying on the floor. 
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A cursory examination showed that he was not ill, not dead, but 
merely dead drunk the combined effect of youth, fatigue, ·and an 
empty stomach. With the assistance of the only other guest a priest
and the recollection of the correct procedure after bump suppers, I 
transported him upstairs, undressed him, and put him to bed. He 
slept with exemplary soundness until 5 o'clock the next morning. I 
deemed it unnecessary to wake him when dinner finally appeared, 
since I felt that my unaided efforts were capable of doing the fullest 
justice to a meal which was ample for one, but would have been meagre 
for two. The mention of meagre meals reminds me that I cannot accept 
Kelly's version of our day on the Zmutt ridge. He alleges that I was 
responsible for the fact that three hungry men dined and breakfasted 
at the Italian hut on an omelette made of one single egg and on no 
other sustenance tt whatsoever. I admit the egg, but deny the 
responsibility. 

However that may be, the result was that hunger made us take a 
pessimistic view of am. early hailstorm the next morning, and drove us 
down and back to Zermatt over the Furggjoch instead of over the 
summit, our original intention having been to combine the Zmutt, 
Italian and Swiss ridges in a single two day expedition. The weather 
·improved later, and if we had waited longer at the hut we should 
probably have managed the return traverse, since the Italian ridge 
was fresh in our memory from the descent. 

I think this was the only time we treated the weather with undue 
respect. Our rule was always to go up to the hut, whatever the weather, 
and to make a start the next morning if it could be done without danger, 
as it generally can. In later years I owed the crossings of the Aletsch
horn, the Bietschhorn, and the Aiguille du Chardonnet to this habit 
of making a stat:t on doubtful mornings in the hope that things would 
improve. On the other hand I have made two fruitless starts for the 
Lenzspitze, and for the Dent Parrachee, and have still to reach the 
J ungfrau, and the Col des Cristaux, from the northern side. 
· It is odd that the Col des Crista1-JX, the most practicable breach in 
the great southern wall of the Argentiere Glacier, does not enjoy a 
greater vogue. It had to wait till 1904 for the first crossing, although 
forty years before it had been considered by A. W. Moore and dismissed 
on the ground that the crossing would serve no useful purpose a 
remarkable reason when advan·ced by the man who made not merely 
the first, but also the second, passage of the Sesiajoch, surely the ·most 
splendidly academic col (with the possible exception of Col Major) in 
the whole chain of the Alps. His leader on the second passage (as on 
the first ascent of the Brenva) was Jakob Anderegg, who also, eleven 
_years later, in 1876, made the first two breaches in the Argentiere 
wall, and not by the Col des Cristaux, but over the Aiguille Verte and 
over the Courtes. What a man ! 

' Cette face Nord, d'un aspect saississant ·' in the words of the V allot 
guide, is seen to the best advantage from the Aiguille du Chardonnet, 
and I made a second ascent of that pe~ on my last day in the Alps in 
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1939 partly to enjoy again the view of the Verte. As I mentioned 
before, my first ascent was snatched from bad weather and conducted 
thro~ghout at a brisk trot, so that we were back in the hut, after a latish 
start, well before midday. We saw a great storm over Mont Blanc from 
the summit during the five minutes we spent there. We were soaked on 
the descent from the hut and reached Paris before the rain stopped. 
In 1939 we had a day of splendid weather. We came from the Trient 
hut this time, crossing the upper basin of the Trient Glacier to the 
Col du · Tour in bright moonlight. The moon left us under the 
Aiguille Forbes and we waited twenty minutes for the light before 
tackling the big dome that gives access to the egst ridge of the Char
donnet. The dawn came while we were cutting steps up the hard ice 
of the dome. When shall we see an Alpine dawn again? In July, 
1939, the question already forced itself on the mind. We lingered long 
on the summit, watching the avalanches pour down the Verte, and 
drinking our fill of mountain beauty. I have never enjoyed a summit 
more, perhaps from the consciousness that it might be a long time 
before the next. . 

That night the ·rhythm of the Paris train reminded me of a song I 
heard for the first time at San Pellegrino in the Dolomites more than 
twenty years ago. In the tiny inn there we were kept awake half the 
night by a gathering of the neighbourhood a g-athering enlivened by 
a fiddler who p1ayed, with infinite repetition, a single tune. It was a 
good tune, and even iteration and the desire for sleep could not wholly 
stale its charm. The singing was melodious, if a little ragged, and 
after many repetitions I could, I thought, make out some of the wor<;is. 
They were simple, haunting, ·and evocative words, about youth and 
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the springtime of beauty, and the tune was undoubtedly a good tune ; 
in fact, as subsequently appeared, it was one of the Devil's best. But 
in 1923 one didn't know that a very minor consequence of' Giovinezza ' 

----'wt>uld-be-t-o--k-eep-us-a-11 away-fr()m- -for-five-years-or nrore:-. ----~=~ 

WHEN WE WERE VERY YOUNG 

BY R. L. G. IRVING 

o fill these wartime numbers of the ALPINE JouRNAL the Editor 
has sometimes to fall back upon the memories of those who have 
reached, if not passed what Sir Claud Schuster has called ' the 

middle age of a mountaineer.' Our star performers, whose achieve
ments rank at least as ' variou~ expeditions,' are busy with weapons 
more deadly than the now stumpy ice-axe or even the hammer and 
piton. We older fellows can only stand and wait, sometimes hearing, 
never seeing them preparing the advance above. And while we wait, 
we are grateful if the JOURNAL gives us a chance to renew the vision 
of youth. 
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