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lighter, ea.Sier uphill, a~d able to go higher, in the sense that it could 
be used on steep broken ground where the ski is unprofitable. · It is 
·;n~cessary to defend the ~now ·shoe only because the apparent merits 
<>f ski,. an:d the current preference for their use, are so pronounced. 
lit remains only to be -said, with some insistence, that both ski and snow 
shoe are of little permanent help except in their proper and normal 
shape and size, decided after years of experiment by those who use 
them for the sal<,e of travel as opposed to climbing, and that because of 
their size they must be made to e?llapse or fold up, in order that when 
.necessity arises they may be· carried over all but the most difficult 
.ground, and that when the climber is reduced to hauling them up 
on the rope, they may offer the smallest hostage to fortune and have 
the least possible affection for projecting spikes of rock and the perma
nent hospitality of narrow chimneys . 
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BY ·H. W. TILMAN 

HE purist 11:eed not raise his eyebrows. This has nothing to 
do with the latest technique of the ' tooth and nail ' school for 
overcoming the ' more than perpendicular ' walls that abound 

in the Dolomites. Indeed there is nothing at all about serious climbing. 
It was my good fortune ~o spend the winter of 1944- 45 in the moun

tains of north-east Italy, ostensibly with a view to prosecuting the 
partisan. war there, in reality to see some hills for a change. After 
two abortive attempts we were dropped or, in official jargon, infiltrated 
·.at the end of August near Asiago. With luck one sh9uld land like a 
piece of rather clumsy thistledown, but this time I sat down with no 
ordinary violence on a lump of rock, and for two days I was unable to 
·stand. A more incurable misfortune, however, was the loss of our 
kit, which in my case, included a camera and a valued pipe ; for after 
we three ' bodies ' had leapt unwillingly out into the night, cloud 
obscured the target and the aircraft went home taking with it the rest 
of the cargo. ·Whether the R.A.F. were really trying I cannot say, 
but it was riot until Christmas that we got as much as a fresh shirt 
or a change of socks. We became halting disciples of Socrates, striving 
to accept the master's dictum that ' to want nothing is divine, to want . 
as little ~ as possible is the nearest approach to the divine.' . 

During the autumn the war obtruded itself and led directly to our 
first mountain experience which might well appear under the stirring 
heading of ' Three Nights on Le Vette ' ; though anyone seeing the 
mountain, an . unattractive grass-topped lump with precipitous sides 
of crumbling -rock, might wonder why we should want to spend three 
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nights or even three minutes on it. The truth is, we were willing 
participants in the flight of the Gramsci Brigade, a partisan formation 
whose commander was misguided enough to think that his ill armed 
Garibaldini could hold an isolated position, strong though it might be, 
against trained troops. A party of twelve, including some British 
ex-P.O.W.'s, took refuge from the . pursuing Germans in a gully o~ 
one of the precipitous sides. It was a very weak party for mountain
eering, even on Le V ette. 

We entered the top of the gully at midnight. The first few hundred 
feet consisted of steep frozen scree with patches of snow. We were 
then brought to a stand by the gully falling away sharply, so we 
scratched a platform of sorts and went to bed that is to .say, lay down. 
We. had one blanket apiece and no food, moreover it was seven thousand 
feet up, late September, and getting cold. I entertained a slight hope 
of being able to force a w·ay down, but daylight soon showed this to 
be impossible. 

A cautious look over the top of the gully at first light disclosed parties 
of Germans roaming about searching for stragglers and the numerous 
other Brer Rabbits who, like us, were lying low. We spent a far from 
happy day, suffering more from apprehension than anything else, for 
when the sun reached the gully it was warm enough. That night the 
wind rose. By dawn a blizzard was blowing from the north, a quarter 
from· which we had no protection. This continued all day; but 
miserable though our situation was, the faint sound of automatic 
fire, borne to our ears against the gale, prompted us to stick it out for 
yet another night. 

By the end of the third day we had to move whether or not. No one 
had eaten for seventy-two hours and some were suffering from frozen 
feet. The start was not auspicious. Having gone to the top of the 
gully to reconnoitre I was recalled by wild cries from below. For 
three days no one had dared to raise his voice above a whisper, so I 
concluded something important had happened perhaps they had 
found some food. It was not that. One of the ex-P.O.W.'s had 
slipped. I found him lying dazed with a severe gash in the head on (\ · 
ledge fifty feet below our gite on the lip of a straight drop of a like 
distance. Securing him to the tail of my coat I got him to th~ top of 
the gully where the rest of the party were now assembled. Much 
time had been lost, and what with frozen feet, and legs so stiff with 
cold that many could walk only with difficulty, my plan of finding a 
safe way out along the ridge had to be abandoned. Instead, we took 
boldly to the track and by dawn had reached food and shelter. The 
Germans had gone the day before. 

The first heavy winter snowfall found us lurking obscenely in the 
thickest part of the great beech forest of Cansiglio, with little to occupy 
us but patrols, camp chores, and the comparative criticism of varieties 
of ' grappa ' a fiery white brandy, closely akin to the ' raki ' of 
Albania, much in demand in winter and in summer too for that 
matter. 
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In my opinion the draping of the Dolomites in snow was a notable 
improvement. They are altogether too stark and ragged (if it is 
possible to be both at once) to delight for long even a mountain-starved 
eye such as mine then was. But though aesthetically the snow may 
have pleased, from the partisans' point ·of view it was. nothing but evil. 
Their secure haunts were de~ied to man, and if ever they left the beaten 
track they could be easily followed. · 

In January we recrossed the Piave and moved to the Val di Gares, 
a minor valley north-'west of Agordo in the heart of the Dolomites, 
where we made our home under an overhang on the lower slopes. of the 
Focobon group. There, with the aid of snowshoes, for the snow was 
very soft and deep, I was able to get about. The local Brigade com
mander lent me an ice-axe, the first I had seen since January 1.942 
when Peter Mott, whom I met in Mosul, lent me his to take for a week's 
climbing in the hills on the Turkish border. In present conditions 
its value seemed questionable, but soon I found a gully which an 
avalanche had swept, leaving a bed of hard snow in which steps had 
to be kicked or even cut. This was the key to the climbing of Cimon 
di Stia and other bumps on the main ridge in spite of winter conditions. 
~ even began to have designs on the Mulaz or Focobon itself, but after 
a narrow escape from being taken for a ride on an avalanche my ardour · 
cooled. From the ridg~ the view was impressive.. Beyond the dark 
pines of the main valley to the north was the long, red, rampart-like 
wall of Marmolada, eastwards the Civetta group towered above ·Cen
cenighe, and to the south-east were the fearful cliffs bounding the 
Col di Pra. 

At the end of February, having received the 'drops' of arms, ammu
nition an~ explosive, for which we had come to this secluded valley, 
we crossed a pass above Col di Pra and lay up in a village near Agordo. 
A month's fine weather had made a big difference. On the way up 
this pass could not be crossed ; instead we had gone by the .main road 
and had had to wade for hours · through waist deep snow in the n1iddle 
of the night just to make a short detour to avoid the garrison of Cen
cenighe. However, there was still too much snow to allow us to get 
back to the Belluno area across country, and the route by which we 
had come, the Mis valley, was now being patrolled, so that it was not 
possible to get throug~ even by night. 

They built for us, therefore, a lidless open-ended coffin, big enough 
for two and our rucksacks. This was put upside down on the floor 
of a lorry and covered with two or thFee tons of wood. When the side 
of the lorry was let down we were able to insinuate our-selves into the 
coffin, and the raising of the side was the equivalent., so to speak, of 
screwing down the lid. We were thus driven boldly, but at a suitable 
hearse-like pace, down the main Agordo-Belluno road past several 
German block posts. At these the lorry was stopped and the divers 
papers inspected, but no one suspected the presence of the nigger, 
or niggers, in the woodpile. Clearly, I submit, a good example of 
' exfiltration.' 
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· In, March I ,once ·more crossed the Piave to the Alpago district, 
leaving behind for the first time my companion J. R. He was young, . 
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strong, in very full possession. of all his faculties mental and physical,. 
but withal strangely inappreciative of the mountains by which we were 
surrounded. At times this indifference verged on hostility, and for 
him the only inducement to go up one was· the presence of Germans 

•• 
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in the valley. Perhaps this attitude of his towards climbing mountains 
might be likened to that of the Johannesburg Jew towards shooting 
lions, who, when asked by some keen big game shot why he never went 
lion hunting, replied that he had no reason to as he had not lost any. 

The patriots or bandits, according to one's point of view, whom I 
joined in Alpago were living in a small cottage three thousand feet up, 
finely situated overlooking all the villages of Alpago from LakeS. Croce 
round to Monte Cavallo. A stream (the bathing season had begun 
some time since), which had its source on the slopes of Col Nudo, ran 
below. Across the stream the steep banks rose abruptly to the cliffs 
of Teverone, and immediately ·behind lay a long 7000 ft. ridge with 
Col Mat at one end and Monte Dolada at the other. Beyond Teverone, 
but still within striking distance, were Capel Grande, Monte Venal, 
and Monte Messer. All are about 8ooo ft., none are real Dolomites, 
yet in late March, when there was still a lot of snow, and that in good 
condition, they afforded me, at least, a lot of fun. Each could be 
climbed in the course of a morning or afternoon, and from most our 
H.Q. was in view, which was an advantage in case of an alarm. Teverone 
was the best. On the S .W. face, which got little sun, there was the 
better part of zooo ft. of snow for kicking and cutting, followed by a 
short scramble along the rock and snow of the narrow summit ridge 
with two easy a cheval stretches. 

These jaunts were perforce solitary. For although the partisans 
lived amongst the mountains, liked hearing themselves called moun
taineers (with or without the usual epithet ' hardy '), and sang many. 
beautiful songs about the mountains, they would nevertheless have 
been astonished at the thought of climbing one. However, Col Nudo, 
which wa& an Easter Monday excursion, provided the exception. 

As usual I started out alone. The Zone Commander, lying on his 
back in the sun, unblushingly declared he was too busy, and my 
interpreter, with praiseworthy frankness, said it was too far admittedly 
there were five thousand feet to climb. At this early season there 
was nothing to bring anyone to the higher ' magaa.' I was therefore 
surprised to see two men on a converging track obviously bound for 
the mountain, and before reaching the snow I saw above two others 
inspecting me through a pair of field glasses. Upon reaching them I 
found they were carrying small rucksacks, a liberal assortment of hand 
grenades, a Sten gun, and a Mauser. Had total war been declared on 
the chamois ? was it the Easter Meet of the Alpago Alpine Club ? or 
had they merely come up to cool their heads in the snow after the 
festivities of Easter Sunday ? For, as Michael Fins bury remarked of 
another solemn occasion, the Italian festa is ' serious business and 
requires a great deal of drink.' Whatever it might be, clothed as I 
was in only a pair of trousers and carrying nothing more dangerous than · 
an ice-axe, the advantage and the first move lay with them. 

The very few Italian words I have are seldom understood by those 
to whom they are addressed, nevertheless we exchanged the usual 
questions. They claimed to be partisans, but I left them to guess 
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what I was and they must have found it uncommonly hard. Caution 
was advisable. Spies abound, or did, in those parts, and the Germans 
had recently ~egun the ~xperiment of using gangs of wh~t were called 
' .. • \ • • I • 

contrabanditi,' who were Germans or Republicans dressed as parti-
sans. This, by the way, was not a difficult disguise to assume; 
whiskers, an Alpipi beard, or at any rate some hair on the face, a red 
scarf, and a total lack of uniformity, were the essential ingredients. 
No strangers could be trusted : ' I am suspect, thou art suspect, he is 
susp~ct,' was the rule. . . 
. They said they were bound for the Valbona pass which led into a 

yalley to the east. My route for Col Nudo actually traversed the pass, 
w.hich .is a high one, but when I started they moved off in the direction 
of another and lower col. Though the route did not look very prom
ising, the veteran of the party had been introduced to me as a guide, 
so I assumed they knew what they were. abo.ut.. 

From the pass some twelve hundred feet of unbroken snow slope 
led almost direct to the summit. The day was hot, but the snow 
remained good enough for me to climb without wearing the snowshoes 
I was carrying. The view was rewarding; the plains looked green 
and peaceful ; some fighter-bombers roaring up the Piave valley 
struck the only jarring note. Had it .been clearer one would no doubt 
have seen Venice and the sea. Quitting the summit I found the snow 
slope in excellent condition for a sitting glissade.. · I must have come 
down that slope in less than a minute. 

As I pulled up above the pass I heard voices. Across the col, on a 
pinnacle from which there was obviously no descending, I beheld the 
four travellers wistfully regarding the haven where they would be . 
·To tell them they were on the wrong route was merely another glimpse 
of the obvious, but no sooner had I begun to impart this gratuitous 
information than they turned and fled. I too went down. 

A day later I heard the explanation, for they were genuine partisa~s 
from a nearby village, and it did at least exonerate the guide from the 
charge of gross incompetence to which he lay open. They had set out 
on their lawful occasions to cross the V albona pass, as they had told 
me, but niy appearance (I mean my appearance on the scene) had so 
staggered them that in order to part company as quickly as possible 
they were driven from their course and to the attempt of a vezy forlorn 
hope. The panic which seized them had evidently had a shattering 
effect on the guide's judgment ; but whether they had taken me for 
an S.S. Obersturmfiihrer or merely a late survival of the now almost 
extinct Abominable Snowman Dolomiticus I was unable to discover . 
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