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entend sonner au dedans de soi toutes les fanfares de la vie, et mille 
voix interieures crient a la fois Allons ! ' 

And indeed it is time you went, and for me to express my astonish
ment that you have not already gone, lions totally unsatisfied by 
crunching the dry bones of so meagre a Daniel. 

SIX MONTHS IN THE ABRUZZI APENNINES 

• BY T. A. H. PEACOCKE 
Read before the Alp£ne Club, March 4, 1947 

HAVE had the honour of addressing this Club twice within the 
last six years and my only possible excuse for presuming to stand 
before you again is that I am proposing to describe to you some 

UI;lUSual activities in a region which is comparatively little known to 
members of this Club. 

• 

Few British mountaineers visited the Abruzzi Apennines before the 
war, chiefly because the Alps are nearer and incomparably finer. 
Despite this obvious disadvantage they are well worth a visit, particu
larly in spring. The ski mountaineering is excellent until the end of 
March and there are a number of fine rock expeditions comparable to 
the shorter Dolomite climbs. The only area worth considering from 
the mountaineering point of view is the Gran Sasso. 

The reason I am in a position to read this paper is because .I was 
sent to join the Mountain School in Italy in November 1944. The 
Mountain School had been functioning for about a year. Most of 
that time it had been at Benevento, some thirty miles from Naples. 
This was not a very suitable place, and with the clearing of the Abruzzi 
it was moved N. to Terminillo, seventy miles N. of Rome, in October 
1944· 

There were more trained mountaineers on the staff of the Mountain 
School than on any other training staff which functioned during the 
war. This was undoubtedly due to the energy and personality of the 
commanding officer, Jim Scott, and it would have been indeed difficult 
to find a better man for the job. There were four Alpine Club mem
bers George Meade-King the chief instructor, James Joyce the 
medical officer, Peter Aitchison and myself. A fifth, Douglas Side, 
arrived as the School was closing and a sixth, Selby W almsle)", has 
recently been elected. There were seven or eight other British officers 
who were skilful mountaineers, and in addition, some very good 
American climbers officers and serjeants who were attached until the 
School closed on March 31, 1945. They included Freddie Pieren, 
who was a Swiss guide until 1941 and has a most charming personality. 
With such a varied collection of mountaineers, each with their own 
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ideas, it says much for the skill and tact of Jim Scott and George 
Me~de-King that open conflict did not arise. In fact there was very 
little trouble and it would have been hard to find a more united and 
happy collection of men anywhere. 

And now to return to the mountains. Terminillo is a delightful 
spot and before the war was exceedingly popular as the winter sports 
resort for Rome. It was developed by Mussolini from a tiny hamlet 
to a thriving centre with two magnificent, if jerrybuilt hotels and 
several pensions, with numerous chalets for prominent Fascists. The 
hasty departure of ~ several of these gentlemen left us with plenty of 
accommodation mostly undamaged, for the Germans ha9, used it as 
a hospital centre and an excellent supply of alcoholic liquor. From 
time to time, as we expanded, we found it necessary to eject certain of 
the· remaining Fascists, protesting that they were, and always had been 
our staunchest allies. 

There is not much climbing to be had at Terminillo as the rock is 
exceedingly rotten. Monte Terminillo itself, 7300 ft. high, has some 
rocks on its eastern face, a fine ridge running to the S. W. connecting 
with a lower summit and a long N.W. ridge. These ridges and the 
eastern face become serious mountaineering expeditions under winter 
snow and are worthy of respect. Apart from this mountain there is 
little else from the climbing point of view, though much fine cross 
country skiing is available. 

Towards the end of November 1944 the C.O. decided to run a 
cadre co.urse with the object of evolving standard methods of instruction 
for snow climbing and skiing and also to give some of the less ex
perienced instructors an opportunity to improve their technique. 
We spent four days climbing on M. Terminillo and in a gorge below 
the village where the rock was very rotten but seemed better than 
elsewhere. It soon became evident, however, that it would not be 
possible to do advanced mountaineering training at Terminillo, so 
we moved over to the Sasso with food for five days. 

Though the distance is only thirty miles by air it is more than twice 
as far by road. We had to descend first to Rieti and then to follow the 
Velino valley to Antrodoco, a charming old town, if somewhat smelly 
and unfortunately damaged by bombing. From here we continued 
eastwards over a pass to Aquila. 

Aquila impressed me as one of the cleanest towns in Italy. It com
bines ancient and modern buildings in an unusually charming way. 
It has happily escaped the ravages of war. 

Shortly after leaving Aquila we wound our way up into the hills 
through various incredibly dirty, but very attractive villages, to the 
lower station of the funicular railway. This ascends for 3300 ft. to the 
upper station, at 7000 ft. At the upper station a hotel has been built 
which must have been very comfortable in peace time. During 
Mussolini's confinement there and subsequent escape, it suffered badly 
at the hands of the Germans who wantonly smashed all the fittings. 

We decided to stay at the upper station, both for comfort and because 
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J oyce and several others ·were on the best of terms with the funicular 
staff. .Remo, the chief personality, was a most entertaining person 
and welcomed us with open arms. \ 

On arrival the weather was as bad as could be. Thick mist and 
a gale blowing. We could hardly stand up outside. The col on which 
the hotel and the station are built is the most exposed place in the 
neighbourhood. 

The following day there was a slight improvement and ·we set off 
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Camp ,o 

lmpeN:ttore 

in four parties for the western summit of the Corno Grande the 
highest peak of the range. We all made for a col W. of Monte Aquila, by 
traversing snow slopes on the eastern side of the ridge below the 
Rifugio Duca degli Abruzzi an old hut put up by the C.A.I. and now 
somewhat dilapidated. We took ski and used them from time to time. 

Once on the col two parties made for snow gullies on the S. face of 
the mountain, one of which yielded a very good climb. The other 
two parties, led by James Joyce and myself, followed the normal 
summer route which is theW. ridge. We traversed easy snow slopes 
on ski towards a steep slope which leads to an obvious shoulder on 
this long ridge,. At the foot of the slope we left our ski and continued 
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upwards for about 6oo ft. H·ere we struck the ridge which gave easy 
and pleasant climbing for which a rope was hardly necessary. The 
rock, mostly sound, was snow-covered in parts. We reached the top 
after four hours going at 12.30 P.M. You will observe that we had 
.omitted to make an Alpine start, which was to cost us dear. 

During the ascent the weather had worsened, but the summit was 
·clear of cloud; thick clouds were, however, rolling up from the W. 
There were no signs of the other parties, but I was very keen to descend 
to a glacier which lies on the N. side of the range and to reconnoitre 
the route to the Corno Piccolo which gives the best rock climbing in 
the district. J oyce was against a descent and wished to return, but, 
feeling that we must make the most of our possibly only chance, I 
·persuaded him to push on. We were a party of seven·; only he and 
.one other had been on this side before. We descended to the glacier 
.down an easy snow slope. 

This glacier is the only glacier in the Apennines and must be one 
·of the most southerly in Europe (if we exclude the Caucasus). It is 
very small, not over half a mile long, and is enclosed by the fine crescent 
··of the three peaks of the Corno Grande to the S. and E. This ridge 
drops almost sheer to the glacier for 1ooo ft., offering some exceedingly 
.severe climbs up the faces of two of the peaks. The traverse of the 
.ridge is probably the finest mountaineering expedition in the district. 
It is out of the question in winter, but was done by Douglas Side in 
the spring with a party of five from E. to W. The reverse direction 
:is much more difficult, involving the ascent of the Camino Iannetta, 
.a severe rock chimney. A description of this will be given later. 

To return to our present expedition. When we reached the glacier, 
-the weather abruptly changed for the worse. The wind rose to gale 
Jorce and a blizzard set in. We reached the· Sella dei Due Corni 
·between Corno Piccolo and Corno ·Grande at 1.30 P.M. The weather 
then improved somewhat, but still looked very bad. 

I had been under the impression that we could traverse across the 
N. face of the Corno Grande from the col to the shoulder where we 
·had gained the W. ridge, but now discovered that the traverse would 
·be impossible under the prevailing conditions. We had only two 
.alternatives : one to return by the way we had come, and the , other 
·to descend 3000 ft. to the Val Maone which lies between the Corno 
Piccolo and the Intermesoli the next peak to the W. We decided 
-·on the latter course owing to the gale and, having descended to the 
·valley, traversed round the foot of theW. ridge of the Corno Grande, 
:reaching the Rifugio Garibaldi at 4.15 P.M., in thick cloud. We 
:might have done well to stop there, but it is in a very bad state, we 
had practically no provisions left and we feared that the other parties 
·might be anxious ; so we pushed on. · 

We steered for our ski by map and compass, found them easily, and 
:putting them on, went straight to the col W. of M. Aquila which we 
had crossed. earlier in the day on the way out. A blizzard was now 

.raging and it was getting dark. · . 
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Skiing became impossibly dangerous, so we took to our feet and tried 
to set a compass course for the station. Plodding through the snow 
above our knees or <l:eeper, carrying ski and heavy rucksacks into a 
fifty-mile-an-hour blizzard, we found it difficult to maintain a proper 
course and eventually at 7 P.M., as one member of the party announced 
that he. was all in, we decided to dig in for the night. It had taken us 
two hours from the col to this point, as it transpired a distance of only 
two kilometres. 

We were a party of seven; three American serjeants, James Joyce, 
Prince Francesco Colonna of the C.A.I., who had recently joined the 
school, and H. Wilks. Wilks decided to join the three American 
serjeants as he had no experience of snow bivouacs and .they had 
bivouacked before. J oyce, Colonna and myself formed the other party. 
I was the only one of us three who had had practical experience of 
snow·holes in Scotland and Canada, but always in ideal conditions with 
sleeping bag and shovel. This, however, was the real thing. 

I have already dilated on the advantages of snow holes,! but I have 
not heard of any member of this club digging a snow hole last summer 
in Switzerland instead of spending a night in a hut. As huts are now 
becoming so crowded and it may become increasingly difficult to find 
the necessary francs, a few more words on this subject may not seem 

• amtss. 
The construction of a snow hole is by no means difficult. Provided 

equipment is available in the shape of a shove], cooker, sleeping bag 
and mattress it can be most comfortable. There are a number of 
different types. Which to construct depends on the depth of the 
snow, but the most generally useful is made by burrowing into a snow 
drift. First the drift must be sounded for depth. A ski stick is useful 
for this, but an ice-axe could also be used ; the drift should be at least 
four to five feet deep. Then a sloping channel should be cut down 
into the drift and, when a suitable working face has been exposed, the 
tunnel started. If the snow can be cut into blocks, it is preferable to 
make the tunnel up to four feet high and partially close it afterwards 
with blocks.. These can be arranged in the for.m of an arch or roof 
truss across the channel. Low tunnels are very wetting to the tunneller. 

When a tunnel about two feet long has been dug, it is time to start 
opening out sideways and upwards. If time is available a sleeping 
bench can be dug, ~ither to one side only or to both sides, depending 
on the depth of the drift. The central hall should be high enough for 
a man to stand up, but the benches should be well above floor level 
(cold air sinks) and the roof only three feet high above t}?.e bench. The 
ceiling must be well arched and smoot~ed out, otherwise a rainstorm 
will start when the air becomes warmed up with the heat of the body. 

The thickness of the roof depends on the quality of the snow. 
With hard snow six inches is enough, but with powder snow two feet 
or more may be required. Lastly, it is most important to poke a hole 
through the roof and keep it clear,. particularly if a stove is being used. 

1 A.J. SS· 39· 
• 
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And now for the emergency snow hole. We set to with ice--axes 
and hands and in two hours had made a tunnel and a dugout inside, 
seven feet long by three feet wide by three feet high. We got our 
ski inside and, sitting on them, blocked up the entrance. We poked 
a hole in the roof with an axe and lighting our stove managed to brew 
some tea. Then we prepared to spend the rest of the night, huddled 
together and soaked to the skin. We did not even have a dry pair of 
socks between us. 

Considering our soaking clothes, we passed a fair, I will not say good 
night and smoked our pipes while the dry matches lasted. The chief 
trouble I experienced was cold feet and cramped quarters. 

About 7 A.M. we started to put on our boots and made an effort to 
get out. This was not easy as an eight foot drift had formed over the 
side of us. I am quite sure that we could have got out unaided, but 
the other party were up first and helped by digging to meet us. They 
had been less comfortable as they had built up rather than burrowed 
and their shelter had been too draughty. 

It was still blowing and snowing as hard as ever, so one of the 
American serjeants, by name Gordon Wren one of the finest skiers 
in America and a most likeable man set off with me down the slope. 
We soon found to our no small relief that we were not five hundred 
yards from the station with nothing but gently sloping ground between 
us. We had gone off our course by nearly twenty degrees. This was 
partly caused by the ground as we had hugged the slopes rather than 
d~scend and reascend, but also I think by a tendency to ascend when 
walking into a high wind. We had unconsciously ascended continu
ously ever since our first descent from the col and had bivouacked just 
below the Abruzzi hut ! 

I think we were keeping to the best traditions by getting benighted 
almost within a stone's throw of our destination. A. W. Moore 
records that he and Christian Almer had a forced bivouac ten yards 
from the Chamonix path in the Bois des Bossons, when descending 
from their famous traverse of Mont Blanc. 

We left our night quarters only to meet the inevitable search party 
just leaving the station. I expect their relief was as great as ours. 
Our welcome from our Italian hosts was typically Italian. Remo 
embraced me with tears in his eyes. An Italian guide, who had, I 
understand, quite given us up as dead, remarking the previous night 
' No men could live in such a storm,' stared at us open mouthed and 
kept poking us, I imagine to convince himself that we were not dis
embodied spirits. He seemed quite ignorant of the possibilities of 
snow bivouacs. Had we been unwilling or unable to pass the night 
in a snow hole we should almost certainly have suffered frost bite in 
greater or less degree. It is doubtful if one member of the party 
would have survived the night at all. As it was, despite lack of food 
and dr)r socks we suffered no ill effects and started off again in the 
morning, if not fully refreshed at least rested and ready for a fair day's 
work. 
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The blizzard continued without intermission for forty-·eight hours 
and then it was time to return to Terminillo. The only thing we 
accomplished during this time was to eat a magnificent polenta a 
dish consisting of flour, eggs and bully beef prepared by the Italians 
and spread out on a huge board. We all sat round with our forks, a 
match was placed in the middle to represent Berlin, and we raced for 
the match. . · . 

Our reconnaissance of the Sasso was not very successful. Opinion 
was divided about its suitability as a training ground in winter. Despite 
our buffeting, I felt that we should use it for the reason that · unless 
troops are trained to deal with bad weather they will be at a severe 
disadvantage if caught during operations. As it transpire~, we were 
not able to establish a high camp owing to administrative difficulties 
until th~ middle of March, though ·we took some of our trainees over 
and camped at th·e bottom station towards the end of January. The 
training carried out was purely skiing. 

Back at Terminillo the weather during December and January was 
most unsettled with frequent snow storms. We ·managed a lot of ski 
training and a certain amount of mountaineering. on foot, traversing 
the ridges · and climbing the snow gullies of M. T erminillo. We 
managed a little basic rock climbing in the gorge, but this was restricted 
both by the nature of the ground and the time available. 

In the middle of January I became involved in an avalanche and 
as the circumstances were somewhat interesting I propose to describe 
it in detail. On January I 5, I took a troop of the Lovat Scouts, 
assisted by several other instructors, on their final day of mountain
eering. The weather was very fine and the previous day had also been 
fine. The day before that there had been ~ snowfall in the morning 
with a south-west wind, but it had cleared in the afternoon. There
fore, there had been nearly forty-eight hours of fine weather. 

We all ascended the S.W. ridge of M. ·Terminillo, reaching the 
top about midday. We then decided that as the weather was so fine 
we would descend one of the steep couloirs on the E. face, divide up 
into our sections and, choosing different routes, regain the summit by 

· the N.E. and S.E. ridges. 
The couloir was fairly steep thirty-five to forty degrees at the top 

where it was narrow, easing off to a broad slope of about thirty degrees 
lower down. The descent of nearly a thousand feet proved uneventful. 
The snow seemed to be homogeneous and in good condition. We 
went straight down, sounding with our axes. The descent afforded 
splendid practice in snow work and the men gained confidence. 

On reaching the bottom, I traversed near the foot of the slope to 
gain the N.E. ridge. The party consisted of eight; six were novices 
and besides myself there was a corporal who had been trained in Canada. 
We moved on two ropes of four. 

After some two hundred yards we ascended a small couloir which 
landed us on a snow slope. This slope was not steep, certainly not 
more than twenty-five degrees, being about twenty degrees in angle 
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where we struck it. It was some seventy yards square. There was a 
line of rocks along its upper edge, forty feet above us, and these joined 
a little couloir at the far side by which we intended to gain the ridge . 

. On reaching the slope I led the first rope forward, carefully thrusting 
my axe deep into the snow. It seemed perfect, and the nature of the 
work appeared so straightforward that I called the corporal who was 
leading the second rope to pass me and take the lead. We were now 
all on the slope and about ten feet apart. I remarked jokingly to the 
men,' One thing, there is no wind slab here' (I had lectured at some 
length on windslab ). The words were hardly out of my mouth when 
the whole slope cracked across just below the rocks, breaking up into 
b.locks and knocking us all over. So far as I can recollect the bloc~s 
were about three feet thick. The avalanche moved quite slowly. 

I shouted to the men to brake with their axes and drove in my pick 
with all my might, lying on it. This slowed us down considerably, and 
a good .portion of the avalanche passed us by. After carrying me about 
one hundred feet, the avalanche seemed to be stopping, when suddenly 
it speeded up considerably and I found to my no small dismay that 
we were going over a cliff. . I lay on my back for .a moment and trie4 
to swim then I found myself flying through the air between the walls 
of a little couloir and I have to confess with no small shame that I 
abandoned my axe, judging that it might do me more harm than good 
at this juncture. (I am happy to say that I recovered this axe which 
was a very old friend some six months later when the snow had thawed). 
I must have travelled through the air for a good .hundred feet before 
hitting the slope below. 

The next thing that I can remember was landing with a thud in a 
flurry of snow, like ~ bundle of carpets pitched out of a window and 
being violently decelerated as the avalanche came to an a~rupt stop. 
I tried desperately to get out, or at least to clear a space round my 
head with one hand while I thrust the other up. I could not clear a 
space and soon became bound tight and quite unable to move. 

My first reaction was of intense annoyance. I had a lump of ice 
down. my throat and wanted to cough it up. Then I had a feeling of 
fear as I seemed to be unable· to breathe. The next thing that I 
remember was a breath of fresh air on my face and a welcome hand 
clearing away the snow ; I was soon out as far as the wais~. I had been 
buried under fifteen inches of snow for some twenty to thirty minutes. 
I had been unconscious most of the time and remember a curious and 
very vivid dream that I had got out and was climbing the slope agai~. 
No doubt Dunn would say that this was because I was travelling 
rapidly backwards and forwards along the time dimension. 

When I emerged I saw two men were clear. They stated afterwards 
that they had been. only buried as far as the waist and had their hands 
free. They were locked in an icy grip and, according to their state
ments it took them half an hour or more to get out. I think this must 
have been an exaggeration. They then saw my hand poked through 
the snow and so dug me out. 

VOL. LVI. NO. CCLXXV I 
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We soon found the fourth man on my rope. lfe w~s beneatH ·Il'l~.· 
As soon as his face was cleared he immediately regained cpnsciousn:e:ss'. 
We found that he had a very badly broken leg and, getting him otit 
with great care, we laid him at the side and wrapped him in what 
'spare clothing we could raise. We still had our rucksacks intact ··. : · 

· One of the two men who were first out had in the meantime shouted 
• 

for help and yarious parties in the neighbourhood soon arrived, orie 
·equipped luckily with snow shovels, for they had been preparing 
bivouacs. · , · , : ·· 

Directly we got the fourth man we started looking for the bthers~ . 
We saw various traces of rope about ten feet away and started scraping 
with our hands, but to no avail. The rescue parties soon arrived arid 
started digging ; in the meantime, word was sent back to Terminillo 
for sledges and James Joyce. An avalanche sentry was posted. · · 

With the aid of snow shovels and ski sticks we soon found one man. 
·He was about three feet down. He had been buried for an hour and· was 

• • 

·quite unconscious. Artificial respiration was started while ·others 
searched for the remainder. These were located one by one, the· last 
about five feet down. Artificial respiration was carried out for more than 
an hour on each man, but all attempts failed. J oyce examined. 'them 
and found that they had been crushed by the weight of the avahiriche, 
and their chest muscles paralysed. : 

The accident occurred between 2.30 and 3 P.M., and the last man 
was dug out at or about 7 P.M. The injured man was successfully 
evacuated by sledge and thanks to the care of J ames J oyce and.· tP.~ 
copious draughts of hot sweet tea he arrived at Terminillo, a distance 
of four miles, hardly shocked at all. For myself, I was kept in he~ 
for three days with a temperature and sore throat, no doubt caused ·by 
the lump of ice. Apart from this and a poisoned wrist, I suff~red~ no 
ill effects. : ·! 

Turning to the causes of the accident. It appeared to be a forrri ·of 
wind slab avalanche. There were no surface indications such · as 

• 

' wind rippling' or ' a dull, lustreless appearance.' The surface ·was 
not hard : the boot sank in an inch or two and gave the feel of secu~ritY,. 
The slope was not steep, for I checked the angle as an average of about 
twenty-five degrees some weeks later. The fact that it was b~oke·n. 
by that small cliff band over which we were carried probably gave 

1 

it 
instability. The cliff band was at that time about forty feet hig};l. I It 
was not visible from above and though we had been round that way 
before I was not aware of its existence when we were ·on the slop~: · . · 

I think the weather was an important, if not the decisive fa~tor. 
The previous falls of snow had mostly come from the S.W., so that this 
slope being N .E. was lee to the prevailing wind. There had been ~o 
snowfall for forty-eight hours, but only moderate frost. The last 
snowfall was not heavy and I doubt if it could have produced a wind 
slab three feet thick, so that it must have formed earlier and probably 
built up with several layers. About the same time that our avalancl?.e 
fell, several others also came down, one large one between the main couloir 

• . 
• • J • 
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and our route. This proves that the snow was in a most unstable 
condition.2 As these were the only avalanches seen to fall on this face 
throughout the winter, I think that we can legitimately claim· to have 
been very unlucky. The natives of Terminillo all said that avalanches 
never fell. It is most unlikely that they ever climbed the far (eastern) 
side so their testimony must be accepted with reserve. The mountain, 
though low compared to the Alps, is the highest in the neighbourhood. 
With the S.W. wind the humidity must be high, a condition likely to 
promote the formation of wind slab. · · 

The weather during the latter part of January was variable, but 
became set fair on February r and remained so with hardly a break 
until the middle of October. Several of the instructors were required 
by their duties to take up their residence in the Sasso, though I dori't 
'fancy that they needed much persuasion, for the snow conditions were 
by now almost perfect and 4000 ft. of downhill running was the rule. 
Added to this the funicular was working so that the cult of the ' down 
hill ·only ' gre\v and multiplied. · 

The easiest run is from the top of M. Scindarella and thence by 
M. Crista to the lower station. Later when the snow on M. Cristo 
began to thin the Valle Fredda was used where the snow lasted well 
into April and would last much longer in a normal year. Another, 
·and much more difficult run was from the Passo della Portella where 
the average gradient was over thirty degrees, but the most difficult 
of all was straight down the gully. 

My activities were restricted for some weeks by my poisoned wrist 
and I could not do much in the Sasso. I did however manage one 
run , down the Val Maone on the N. side. This is sheer delight, 
starting from the pass W. of M. Aquila and descending almost to 
Pietracamela, a delightful village on the N. side of the Sasso range 
from which the early explorers all started. 

The scenery is magnificent. Starting with the fine snow basin 
between the Corno Grande and M. Cefalone, we swept down Val 
Maone with the huge and forbidding cliffs of the Pizzo Intermesoli 
on our left and the castellated ridges of the Corno Piccolo on our right
a beautiful sight. There are some fine rock climbs up the rooo ft. 
cliffs of Intermesoli. They resemble a giant Scafell, only limestone. 

As a run V al Mao ne is boring to the expert for there is so little 
necessity to do any turns. I dawdled and confess with no shame that 
I thoroughly enjoyed it. What matter if our time was excessive ; to 
pause and gaze at those breath-taking precipices, to trace imaginary 
and impossible lines of ascent, to stare across at the rolling green hills 
to the N. and all in a blazing hot sun : those moments were worth 
to me all the speed records in the world. . · . 

2 So far as I can recollect, the sun left the face just as .we arrived and 
though it would have been striking very obliquely, there would certainly have 
been a sudden drop in temperature. This would have increased any insta
bility to a marked extent. I am indebted to Dr. N. S. Finzi for this theory 
which I am bound to say had not occurred to me before . 
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During February we were visited by several members of the Alpine 
Club : Alec Malcolm, Hal Herbert who presided at our A.C. dinner, 
and Ashley Greenwood, who was visiting us in connection with the 
training of ' B ' Squadron of the L.R.D.G. We had numerous other 
guests on various pretexts including Peter Lunn who achieved the 
remarkable performance of 3o,ooo ft. of downhill running in the Sasso 
in a single day. Owing to his extraordinary prowess on ski and love 
of speed he became known locally as ' Capitano Schuss.' 

Towards the end of February, the L.R.D.G. arrived and I had the 
singular -good fortune to become responsible for their training. It 
would have been difficult to find a more suitable or enthusiastic body 
of men for this job. With few exceptions, they became in the course 
of three months good mountaineers. Some of them were very 
promising . . In the early stages the main job was to restrain their 
enthusiasm, for they were ready to tackle anything. 

We spent the first five weeks at Terminillo doing basic work and 
towards the end having some splendid practice, climbing the steep 
snow gullies on the northern and eastern flanks of Terminillo. We 
also had some fine crbss country skiing expeditions, one in particular 
taking us right round M. Terminillo and climbing it on ski from the 
N., probably for the first time. We spent two nights in snow bivouacs 
on the way round and had quite an exciting time as a spring .thaw 
started in the middle and we had to descend right to the tree line to 
escape avalanches. This country N. of M. Terminillo gives splendid 
practice in ' bush-whacking,' that expressive Canadian term used. to 
describe the peculiarly tedious form of progress through dense primeval 
forest, where the unfortunate skier frequently finds himself brought to 
an abrupt halt with ski one each side of a very hard tree. 

Towards the end of March, just as the school was about to close, 
we had an influx of new instructors (four officers and twelve serjeants) 
sent out from England. They included Douglas Side whose experience 
was most welcome. They were all attached to the L.R.D.G. 

In the middle of April, after interminable delays, we moved to the 
Sasso. Most of the squadron went on foot, using mules, as part of 
their training. It was the intention to carry out the mountain training 
principally on foot rather than on ski so that the squadron would become 
familiar with the Dolomite type of country in the event of a last stand 
by the Germans. 

We established the whole squadron with all its stores in the top hotel 
ahd then the funicular broke down. This was distinctly awkward 
and seriously curtailed the training as so much time had to be spent 
in humping provisions up 3300 ft. of steep hillside. Eventually we 
got some mules, but even so it was only possible to train a few leaders. 

We spent nearly a month in the Sasso mountains and enjoyed some 
really splendid climbs. One of the best I had was up the E. ridge of 
the western (highest) summit of the Corno Grande, as a reconnaissance, 
with several instructors. To gain the ridge we had to cross the Sella 
del Corno Grande, immediately S. of the highest point, and traverse 
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upwards across steep and very loose slabs to a snow slope which 
abutted against the ridge. This part reminded me of the Tour 
Noire. 

We had during our traverse remarkably fine views looking down the 
Valle dell' Inferno on our right, well named, for it drops with incredible 
steepness for nearly 6ooo ft. from the top of the Corno Gran de and 
seems to go down for ever. 

After crossing an incipient bergschrund, we had a pleasant climb up 
rocks and snow to a delightful little pass between the western and 
central summits, named the Forchetta del Calderone. From here we 
had two-and-a-half hours of good honest climbing on sound rock to 
the summit. The ridge is sensational and drops steeply on the left 
and almost perpendicularly on the right, northern side, for a good 
Boo ft. to the glacier. In places it narrows to a mere knife edge. On 
the northern side it was well plastered with snow and the whole climb 
was truly Alpine in character. We kept to the ridge throughout 
except when near the top where a very difficult step necessitated a 
detour on the rotten rock on the S. side. 

On the summit we had the threat of a thunderstorm and our ice
axes sang, but happily the storm passed and we had a pleasant and 
easy descent down one of the couloirs of the S. face. The whole 
expedition occupied some nine hours. 

The following day I had an equally fine climb the Corno Piccolo 
by the S. ridge. The party consisted of D. McKeller and a young 
man named Preston who has since made a name for himself in Wales. 

To reach our mountain we had first to climb to the top of the Corno 
Gran de and then, descending easily to the glacier, traverse to the foot 
of the ridge at the Sella dei Due Corni. I could not help thinking of 
the last time that I had been there in December with the roaring gale 
and blizzard and compare it with the present peaceful weather. When 
the snow conditions permit, it is preferable to traverse across the N. 
face of the Corno Grande. , 

A slight descent from the pass on the W. side took us to the start 
of the ridge. Here we found a steep groove leading to a sensational 
hand traverse. Above the hand traverse a difficult crack led us on 
to the ridge. Here the climbing became much easier and continued 
over various pinnacles with startling views on both sides. We made 
rapid progress until brought up by an apparently unclimbable gen
darme. I regret to state that red paint showed that the way led to the 
left (western side) where another, easier hand traverse led to a smooth 
slab. This was iced and after various unsuccessful attempts to 
conquer it we found a crack on the right which succumbed to com
bined tactics. Above this the way to the summit was plain. 

On the descent we left the ridge just before recrossing the second 
hand traverse and, roping down a 100 ft. groove, regained our col by 
an interesting route across a series of snow gullies. At the col we 
decided to try the short cut across the face of the Corno Grande as the 
route could be easily picked out from below. This saved time and 
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energy and we regained our sleeping qu.arters. after twelve hours. 
By British standards the climb might be classed just ' very difficult., 

Apart from these two climbs I was only able to take part in two other 
'big expeditions : a second traverse of the Corno Piccolo S. ridge led 
by one of the L.R.D.G. and the ascent of Torrione Cambi by the 
-Camino Iannetta and central peak of the Corno Grande, led by J ames 
Joyce. This was our last expedition and to me at all events it was 
severe. The route followed the s. face of the Corno Gran de to the 
Forchetta del Ca:lderone. Here the serious work started and the 
·next 300 ft. took fo~r hours. The lower part of the chimney ·was 
·steep ice up which steps had to be cut. Hal~way up the gradient 
·eased off to be followed by a perpendicular, if not overhanging section. 
'This latter part was severe. From the summit of the Torrione Cambi 
the central summit was gained quite easily. For th~ descent we roped 
=down using a very rickety piton _for the bottom section. · · 

_There are many other magnificent ~limbs in this area: the traverse 
of all three peaks of the Corno Grande done by Douglas Side, E. toW., 
in fourteen hours from the hotel ~ . the Tre Spalle or W. ridge of the 

~Corno ·Piccolo which was done twice, I think, by James Joyce
probably one of the finest climbs in the district ; 8 .S .E. arete of the 
:Corno Grande which should only be attempted under summer condi
tions and defeated a strong American party, and many more climbs of 
all shades of difficulty. · · . 

This account has necessarily been a personal one and · therefore 
very limited in scope, but it is hoped that s~me indication has been 
given of the possibilities of mountaineering in this region. If anyone 
_should fiJ?.d himself in Central. Italy and unable to reach the Alps ~r 
Dolomites, I do not think he will be disappointed if: he pays_ a:visit at 
·any season of the year to the Gran Sasso·. . · · 
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HOPE that the title of this paper may not prove ~isleading, Th~ 
tertn ' snowcraft ' has a wider meaning for the ski mountain.eer 
than for the man whom, for lack of a better name, I will call the 

·summer mountaineer. 
• I 

. I am going to be mildly cont~oversial for a moment. · I am going 
to affirm, without going into details, admittedly ·a provocative pro
ceeding' that today the complete :!Jlountaineer must al~o be a_ ski 
·mountaineer. That means that for. ·.him : snowcraft must assume · a 
·wider meaning than is accepted by t-he- summer climber. it must 
-embrace two themes of , little- or-n0 importanc~ to the -latter. , These 


	108
	109
	110
	P110-11 Corno Grande
	111
	112
	P112-3 Snow Hole
	113
	114
	115
	116
	117
	118
	119
	120

