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HUMBLE PIE 

BY H. H. HARDY 

Read before the Alpine Club, November 5, 1946 

ROM very early years I have had a horrified appreciation of 
Daniel's feelings on finding himself in the Lions' Den, astonished 
at their self-control, their encouraging looks, yet wondering when 

they would forget their manners and rend him to bits. Actually, they 
never did, you remember, though later they brake in pieces 'or ever 
they came at the bottom of the den ' the bones of those that had landed 

· him in this predicament in my case the Honorary Secretary and the 
Editor of the ALPINE JouRNAL. And it may be wrong to speak of our 
formidable mountaineers as Lions, now that Everest expeditions have 
appropriated Tigers as the truer comparison. Anyhow, here is a timid 
and far from wise Daniel facing a party of lions or tigers, whichever it 
is, who have all forgotten more about mountaineering that he has ever 
known. · 

When the poet declared that ' One word is too often profaned for 
me to profane it,' he was not thinking of the same word that I am; 
for mine is that sadly misused and much overused word 'nostalgia.' 
In a recent book of essays a popular and indeed distinguished historian 
does as a fact use it in every single one of them, and several times in 
some, when speaking of customs or ceremonies, titles or usages, that 
he wishes had survived to our own day. Now persons who under
stand Greek assure me that the word ~eans precisely, and nothing else, 
' an aching for return ' ; and, if so, we can at once say that this is the . 
·disease from which almost all A.C. members are now suffering. Some 
few, some happy few, have contrived to apply the only real remedy, 
a return to the AI ps \ the rest of us strive to possess our souls in 
patience until once again perhaps we may stumble doubtfully from the 
hut, about 3 A.M., and note with exultation that 

• 

'Night's candles are burnt out, and jocund day 
Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain tops ' ; 

and some others of us, on the far side of sixty, wonder whether the time 
has come when we shall get no further than the hut, or even whether 
we could supposing it were the Promontoire actually reach its doors. 
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The sickness assailed me violently on August I last, when at a 
chance junction in the Midlands I met a much younger member, 
somehow looking very Alpine, and found that he was indeed due to 
leave Victoria that very afternoon for the High Alps, whence later he 
was so kind as to write and report some of his ascents, mostly beyond 
my capacity at any time, but by him dismissed modestly as no such 
matter, though it would be no surprise to find presently that the tireless 
Editor of the JOURNAL had compelled him to relate in its pages some 
part of his new ventures after an interval of seven years. 

Let the writer at once confess that as a young fellow, in his first year 
or two of the Alps, he early conceived an immense desire to qualify 
for admission to the Alpine Club, coveting its colours even more, 
I think, than any at School or 'Varsity. Luckily introduced to the 
Lakes in school days by the late Archbishop of Canterbury (whose 
figure was very little adapted for climbing, though he was a formidable 
fell walker until quite near the end of his life), and then by degrees 
adding N. Wales, parts of Scotland and later Skye, to the home reper
toire, I could not afford the Alps until twenty-six years of age; and 
my first companion and old Oxford tutor, despite years of wal~ing in 
Switzerland, had never climbed and apparently had no desire for it ; 
but before our first week together was ended he had been induced to 
achieve our first modest climb, the Pigne d'Arolla, and in the next 
week to do rather better with the Lauterbrunnen Brei thorn. After that 
there could of course be no real holiday without mountains in it, and 
owing to various circumstances mine has nearly always had to be in 
September surer weather but less daylight than in July and August. 
Two more seasons of a fortnight we had together and even ventured 
timidly on some very mild guideless excursions. One of these was no 
more serious than the Hockenhorn, but owing to his obstinate dislike 
of the rope almost ended his career on an ice slope. I don't know how 
often any of you have seen your companion suddenly shoot off on his 
back, someti~es head first, sometimes feet first, seemingly to destruc
tion, and you helpless at the top. It is an unnerving experience for the 
tyro, and you can imagine the relief when he slowed up and stopped, 
owing to a flattening of the slope not discernible from above. He had 
retained his ice-axe and had no more injury than the bad skinning of 
all his finger ends. That was in 1910 or 1911, and let it be recorded 
that after many years without another climb he was induced, in 
1926, a lonely and childless widower of fifty-eight, once again to join 
us, and to earn from the great J oseph Georges, after a rather tricky 
day on a wet Petite Dent de Veisivi, the tribute ' Eh bien, ce Monsieur 
Joseph-la, il est solide comme les rochers' ; and any other old ·pupil of 
his who should chance to read this would know that this mountain 
testimony could stand for him in all aspects of his unselfish life of service 
to ' godliness and good learning.' 

He has caused a digression from the theme of desire whether 
honourable or merely vain. you must judge to carry that inconspicuous 
A.C. button in one's lapel on detraining at Zermatt, or joining the 
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usually overlarge party at the Concordia. How I envied the veterans 
who came back of an evening to the Mt. Collon hotel with peeled 
noses and A.C. ties, casually discussing the day on the Bouquetins of 
the stones dodged below the Tsa ! Let me be further frank and admit 
that a famous veteran of the Club put my name up too soon, and it was 
very rightly rejected, and I was told to go and climb some real mountains. 
With only a fortnight for it in each year, I confess to having set about 
it fairly resolutely, and can still feel the thrill fairly harmless, I do 
hope of finding myself elected a member in 1928, aged 46; and it is 
perhaps a legitimate satisfaction to re.call that we felt that this time 
something must be done to justify it retrospectively. I knew Whymper's 
Scrambles almost by heart, but also I had just chanced to read Miss 
Gertrude Bell's exciting account of the traverse of the Meije. So the 
Meije it must be, and was. We all have a few red letter days in our 
memories, of peace or war; but, though memory fails more each year, 
that day will I think remain as a recollection of unalloyed delight, all 
the more because it held moments of acute apprehension and one or 
two of near exhaustion ; and though you have all crossed the Meije 
from La Berarde to La Grave, you will understand the ill concealed 
pride with which, two days later, on joining our old friend J oseph 
Georges for a week in the Oberland, we heard his coveted words
' Mais c'est toujours quelque chose, d'avoir traverse la Meije.' 

I find that I have been writing ' we ' for the last page or two, like 
St. Luke at a celebrated point in his story of the life and work of Paul 
of Tarsus. It is because in every year except two from 1922 to 1938, 
all my Alpine journeys, and nearly every climb, were done in company 
with my wife, who at least on rocks became far more expert than her 
husband, though she has never evinced any strong liking for ice, and 
quite positively disapproves of wind at high altitudes. Readers of the 
ALPINE JouRNAL are· not interested in our conjugal mountaineering, of 
course, but it provokes a humble amateur to a remark or two about 
climbing with women. It is my conviction, after a good many pretty 
strenuous excursions with ladies on the rope, that whereas very few 
men ever reach the point where their endurance is at an end, it is much 
commoner for a woman to 'run herself out.' A very tired man may 
declare that he is done, when in fact you can get several more reluctant 
miles out of him, whereas women, with superior tenacity and un
selfishness, do quite often go to the absolute limit, unknown to you, 
and then stop ; and there you are. There is no time to quote instances 
but I wonder if others have reason to agree. On one occasion, when 
arranging a serious climb, I expressed to Georges my fear that it might 
prove, not too difficult, but too long for my wife to come with us. He 
protested, and won the day, for there was no resisting his counter to 
my doubts : ' Mais non, Monsieur,' said he, ' Madame est digne des 
hautes montagnes.' One rule, however, we did keep pretty strictly: 
not to climb on the same rope on ascents where folk do from time to 
time fall off the Weisshorn, for instance, or the S.E. rotten ridge of 
the Aletschhorn or the Hinter Grat on the Ortler,. on the ground that 

-· 



102 HUMBLE PIE 

it was to our children's advantage that fifty per cent. of their parents 
should not fall off anything at all high. 

Mention was made of guideless climbing, and here. an ignoramus is 
speaking to professors. In Switzerland, Pyrenees, Tyrol, Norway, 
and Greece I have so often been landed in absurd and avoidable diffi
culties in its humble practice on very minor ascents that I am thoroughly 
disqualified from speaking of it even under the protection of my paper's 
title. You who have never been crag-fast from sheer stupidity on 
Scafell, the Pikes, Bidean nan Bian, Rhinog Fawr and Suilven, and 
in January on Snowdon, to mention only the British Isles, as I have, 
could not endure to hear how I have got landed in temporary predica
ments on all those hills, only to discover that there was, after all, a 
perfectly simple way out, if one hadn't got muddled or, to be quite 
'honest, scared, though a very few who have suffered like indignities 
will realise that they are, privately, rather delightful memories, though 
not decent for revival in these pages. Not much less ignominiously, 
I have been hauled up some of the stiffish climbs on Great Gable and 
the Pillar by experts in the lead, even by one professional, whom later 
I got to accompany us for his first visit to Skye, where he found the 
unusually late ice conditions on the Coolin in a bitterly cold April 
something beyond any experience of his south of the Border, and had 
to learn what was then new to him, though he has since visited the 
Alps quite often. 

' Hauled up,' I said, meaning it literally. It may be a sort of inverted 
envy of an agility and nerve that I do not possess that makes me regard 
the gymnastic school of rock climbers, the relentless ' scrape-and
dangle' people whom you meet at Wasdale Head and Ogwen, Gorph
wysfa and Seatoller, Sligachan and Glen Brittle, as not quite wholly 
mountaineers. Two I know who have worked through the graded 
and numbered list from ' easy' to ' severe,' or even' very severe,' on 
British crags, but do not yet know the Fells or Snowdonia, the Gram
pians and even the Coolin as superb regions for huge walks ; and one 
of them is persuaded that your AI pine climber, for all his ice and 
snow slopes, never has to deal with rocks such as he and his fellow 
scrape-and-danglers tackle so persistently. In vain do we explain that 
to get up the Weisshorn you take, as it were, the Arrow Head Arete 
of the Gable, or the N. Wall of the Pillar, as just two incidents of the 
day's work, interspersed by a great variety of other problems. And 
as argument has no effect on wilful and half humorous ignorance, we 
have had sometimes to do these tours de force in Cumberland or from 
Ogwen (suitably led by more expert climbers, of course), just to show 
that the certified Alpine climber can, if necessary, surmount a few 
rocks, having met really quite a lot of them in Switzerland or Tyrol. 

And of these expert amateur guides who can lead the Eagle's Nest 
Arete (direct) I really speak with respect and admiration, for they are 
the haulers, I the hauled. Of professional guides we all have the 
friendliest memories, no doubt, and I refrain from embarking on familiar 
ground. There are guides who are expert on the peaks of their own 
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valley and no more ; but the veritable guide is of course. he who likes . 
as much as you to break new ground, far from his own district. There 
one discovers how vastly he surpasses oneself in insight and in a sort 
of instinct for the right way. On peaks as strange to him as to me 
I have not seldom doubted my guide's choice of route or judgment of 
conditions, even to the point of getting him to try my way, or accept 
my view, instead of his; and in such cases, try as I may, I cannot 
bring to mind any case where I was right and he wrong. The 
professional is extraordinarily likelier to be right than an ordinary, 
' other ranks ' member of the Alpine Club, and, as in duty bound, not 
to mention gratitude, I duly record that in disagreement with a guide 
I have invariably been wrong . 

. Except once, and then it was discovered that he had not in fact got 
his' ticket.' It was on the Dom, with conditions unfavourable; and 
as our party was. four Herren und Damen we decided to pick up locally 
a second guide, and climb from Randa in two parties. We had a pretty 
bad buffeting with high wind and a good deal of snow, and apparently 
these had really in some way affected our new man's vision ; for in the 
descent my trio, th~ slower, reached a sort of ice cliff, quite undescend
able except by a rappel, for which our rope was clearly not long enough. 
The other trio, far below, saw us apparently proposing to commit 
suicide, and frantically waved us to the right (where in fact we later 
found an easy way of circumventing the ice face). But our stranger 
was persistent, and it was my job as the older hand to refuse point 
blank. He then bluntly called me a coward. One does not like being 
called a coward by a man who was twenty-four hours previously un
known to one ; and I regret to say I lost my temper and no doubt did 
wrong in untying the rope, casting him loose, and taking my less 
experienced companion down by the alternative route. That was the 
last real difficulty, and we presently overtook the other three at the 
Festi hut, much surprised to see the professional some way behind, 
and clearly serious friction in the air. It was necessary to explain to 
our own guide, who did all he could to patch the quarrel, but No. 2 
was obdurate and wouldn't apologise and we wouldn't resume relations 
with him until he did. It was a poor evening for all concerned, but 
J;ly the morning he had repented, and apologised quite handsomely, 
excusing himself as having exceeded, owing to the wind, in cognac on 
the summit. And so we all got down to Randa by midday with the 
entente fully re-este1:blished. The only other time I recall a guide 
drinking too much was on Mont Blanc, and he was merely sick and 
of very little use. That is what happens when the chance tourist 
reaches Chamonix and has to engage the next guide on the roster, 
without any choice. And yet this man bore a name very famous 
among guides of the district, which had given us great confidence for 
a time, despite his frequent recourse to his flask. 

Retired guides as guardians of huts are familiar to all who have 
climbed in Austria and South Tyrol. You will let me recall just one, 
a member of the famous mountaineering family of Pinggera, gard£en 
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of the Rifugio Milano, where the old Schaubach hut was before 1914. 
The natives of that mis-allocated region cordially disliked Italians, and 
naturally so, but this man equally hated Germans. Earlier one 
morning than ourselves, a very stout German, who had frankly not been 
agreeable company during the previous wet ·day, had started for the 
Konigsspitze, convoyed (and later conveyed) by two very strong young 
guides, as they had need to be ; and we were particularly anxious that 
so massive a Herr should be well past and above the Konigsjoch, where 
we had got stuck the previous year, before we approached it ; eventually 
we found him, much exhausted, on the summit, a half-drunk bottle of 
champagne beside him. Actually he was in the same state as the 
bottle, and I will swear it was deliberate on the part of his leading guide 
to stumble apologetically and knock the bottle over before the rest of 
it could worsen matters. Anyhow, we wanted him below us on the 
way down, and gave him a long start. It was an unforgettable joy 
to see den d£cken Herrn lowered like a bale down that first steep ice 
slope under the Joch; and .when we came up with him on the Sulden 
Glacier, pity for his utter exhaustion was almost lost in hilarity at 
finding that the seat of his trousers was entirely missing after that 
ignominious deposition from the Joch. But he really seemed pretty 
far gone, groaning and reeling on the arms of his two guides ; and on 
reaching the Rifugio we begged Pinggera to have something hot ready 
for him. The gardien was quite unmoved, and declined any prepara
tion, even when we argued (for he knew quite a lot of English, more 
than we of his dialect German). 'But really,' we said, 'the poor 
gentleman is in a very bad way indeed.' ' Ach! no 'countered Pinggera 
conclusively, ' you are not right ; he is not schentleman ; I knou him ! ' 
Anyhow, peace to his bulky.form; it ·was surely his last big climb, and 
if he is still alive in his native Mannheim (that was in 1935), one fears 
he probably weighs a deal less than then. 

Only once do I recall anyone else so demoralised by exhaustion, a 
friendly Yankee who had been first class company overnight in an 
empty Hornli hut, on our first ascent (not 1865) of the Matterhorn in 
very bad conditions, which took our too large cordee of five the inordi
nate time of 17! hours, up and down. We moved slowly and met him 
at the foot of the Shoulder, being brought down it as we started up. 
He was speechless, his eyes glazed, and no sign of recognition in them. 
Long after dark we reached the Schwarzsee, and heard that he was in 
bed three hours ago. At five next morning I heard steps below my 
window and looked out He was now his former cheery self, ready 
to go down to Zermatt for the early train. ' Say,' he cried,' you guys 
O.K. ? ' Being assured of this he declared that he had hoped to tell 
us goodbye ; and he turned and shook his first at the Cervin, cheerfully 
remarking,' Waal, so long ! if you ain't the mountainousest mountain 
ever I struck ! ' His gesture reminded ~e of another shaken fist, a 
couple of years earlier, that of J oseph Georges again, as we went down 
from Ried after his first and our · second unsuccessful attempt on the 
Bietschhorn, foiled by a storm on the previous morning not very far 
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above the Schafberg. ' Au revoir, mon ami,' he observed menacingly 
to that glorious peak, before we turned a corner and lost sight of it ; 
' moi, je ne suis pas vaincu comme ~a l ' And it is pleasant to recall 
that next year in his company we put the matter straight. 

We need not stop to discuss the ethics of the solitary climber. It 
may have happened to you, as · now and again to me, to feel a sudden 
desire to leave your party and have a day alone on the heights. Nearly 
always I have regretted it, presumably from some lack of courage in 
me, for it is pretty certain that at some time the loneliness as suddenly 
proves too much for me. The poet described himself as ' the world 
forgetting, by the world forgot.' . The second clause unexpectedly 
and inexplicably comes all over me, and I don't at all find myself 
accepting the first; but remember the world very poignantly and 
immensely desire to return to it without delay. More resolute souls 
must think I am talking nonsense ; but I have often admired more 
than I can say the lonely vigil of Odell on Everest when Mallory and 
Irvine had finally gone from sight. I've often wanted, but not dared, 
to ask him if he got the creeps then, such as a solitary person may 
suddenly feel at a third or a quarter of that height. There is no logic 
in that alarm, I know, and better men like the Psalmist can declare 
that ' the mountains shall bring peace ' to his soul ; for myself, a 
companion seems necessary after a very short time. 

That reminiscence of Everest brings me to the mountains in litera
ture. The subject is endless, and one could fill a whole paper with 
illustrations, even if one confined oneself to that wholly delightful 
anthology The Voice of the Mountains, of which it is to be hoped there 
is a copy in our Library ; and if there isn't, I hereby vow to pay forfeit 
for the defects of this paper, in a token way, by putting one on our 
shelves. But let me confine myself to a few notorious examples. 
Most of you will have read A. E. W. Mason's Running Water and will 
therefore recall the epic, if slightly melodramatic scene on Mt. Blanc, 
though since you know the Brenva an~te and I don't, you will know, 
where I cannot, how far realistic he is. But many of us will recently 
have read Ullman's The White Tower; and, as none of us knows that 
mountain, we can discuss his treatment of it on equal terms. His 
technical knowledge seeme~, to my limited experience, unusually 
correct, and personally I detected far fewer solecisms than is usual 
in literary mountaineering. But one may quarrel with his tampering 
with known history. His geologist, we read, was with Mallory and 
Irvine on Everest, before he retired to an easily recognised Swiss village, 
where the recent war found him cloistered with his specimens in a 
solitary chalet. Then in Heaven's name who was he ? Much worse, 
he claims to have been with Odell when those others passed out of 
sight for ever. Now we know that Odell was alone at Camp V, 
having sent the porters down, and the reader resents this piece of 
fiction in so recent a scene of high historic drama. Beside this, an error 
of a few thousand feet is of small consequence, but at one moment on 
the White Tower the climbers are reported at 14,ooo ft., and there, 
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soaring above them, ' between 3 and 4 thousand feet higher ' 
was the gleaming peak. It is not decent, it lacks verisimilitude, 
suddenly to confront us with a seventeen~ or eighteen-thousander iri 
the Alps ; and again we resent it, this time geographically, not his
torically. And you will recall one moment of the climb when each of 
the party was alone, out of touch with the other five, in terrible weather, 
regardless of all canons. 

The point may here have been dwelt upon too prolixly, but the author 
seemed to be a serious mountaineer, undoubtedly aiming at correctness, 
though other readers may react differently, and any reader may prove 
him right and my strictures wrong. Meanwhile, we can laugh together 
at some of the fearful gaffes in mountaineering films. Noel's grand 
photographs were used in the Everest film of over twenty years ago, 
padded out with fakes ; and you may laugh sardonically now, if then 
you squirmed, to recall how at the supreme moment the caption alleged 
that we saw Mallory and Irvine ' nearer now to God than mortals had 
ever been' ; but those who did not see the film will find it hard to 
credit that the cinema organ at that point played it really did the 
tune of' Nearer, my God, .to Thee.' 

After that blasphemous and anthropomorphic sentimentality, it is 
a sort of inverted bathos to recall the cardboard seracs and the rice:..and
salt snowstorms in' The White Hell of Piz Pali.i '(for all its magnificent 
genuine photography in the background, with the Hollywood or Elstree 
fakes standing out in lurid contrast against it), and the supreme incident 
where one of the party lightly snaps his ice-axe in two to make splints 
for the hero's or villain's broken leg. And we must leave this type 
of pseudo-mountaineering with only a passing backward glance at 
'Der Kampf am Matterhorn,' in which a dog accompanies Whymper's 
caravan throughout that amazing day of July 14, 1865 ; and you too 
may have read the same scathing German review of it as I did, probably 
in Die Alpen. 

From such unrealities the mind turns thankfully and almost in con
clusion to the solid factual qualities of maps. Whether it is better to 
have no map than to be misled by a bad one, or misread a good one, 
may be disputed. But few will deny the joy of working on a sheet of 
the Siegfried Atlas in Switzerland, or the sense of loss when one moves 
into the Austrian Alps without it. For years I have planned but 
shall never carry it out to have my study papered with maps one 
wall with the Siegfried, another with Lakeland, Snowdonia, and 
selected areas of Scotland. The most silent visitor can be stirred to 
conversation by such a device, as I have proved by a lampshade made 
of ordnance maps of the Cotswold, through which the light shines. 
Even the most sedentary have been somewhere, and will be roused to 
reminiscence by such a device. And there shall be one special corner 
where Murray's Maps of the Ancient World, some ofthem, shall clothe 
the wall, ten miles to the inch. I have myself done a tactical exercise 
with young officers on the Palestine map in that series, with the Book 
of Joshua (Chap. viii) as textbook ; and as long ago as 1912, in three 
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weeks of strenuous tramping across the· mountains of Greece, including 
the Taygetus range, we found the Murray map, intended for the study 
of the Messenian, Persian and Peloponnesian wars of the eighth to the 
fifth century B.c., a far better general guide than the Austrian Staff maps 
of which we had procured copies ; and by the looks of it the map of 
Asia Minor in the same series should prove as useful ; all honour to 
Dr. G. B. Grundy and Dr. Anderson, their makers. But whatever the 
map, let the writer admit that he has erred and strayed on all of them 
at one time or another, and not only under stress of weather or failing 
light, but from sheer stupidity or failing attention. But what a delight 
it is to get out a map and trace your course of last year, or last decade, 
even of last century ! Recollections leap up in crowds but I resist 
the temptation, and merely commend the pastime to you. It will 
hardly serve for strictly climbing memories, but for those of Berg
wanderung it has no rival ; and it may be the only form of mountaineer
ing left to the veterans. 

Well, we have had our day, sunshine and storm, failure and SlJ.CCess, 
on a small scale, both of them ; boredom and exultation, fiery heat and 
searing cold, shared in unbreakable company, a joy to recapture. Why 
the poet alleged that ' sorrow's crown of sorrows is remembering 
happier things,' I never could understand; and if it should be my lot 
to spend my remaining years immobile or bedridden, I pray that the 
memories of mountains may only crowd the more into my mind. I've 
not been above gooo feet for seven years now, for our last pre-war 
expedition was at the last moment changed, prudently, from the High 
Tatra to the Jotunheim in Norway, since Central Europe seemed just 
then a good place to be avoiding. If there are to be no more Alps for 
us, at least our last day there was wonderfully lucky. It was late for the 
Matterhorn, September 16, and just ten years since I had last reached 
its top, though we had thrice since essayed. The day was perfect, the 
hut uncrowded, and my notebook shows that we had seventy minutes 
on the summit in glorious sunshine. And that is a good memory to 
end one's modest Alpine journeyings with, a possession for ever, not to be 
blotted out possibly fit to count as a plum in the pie which you have 
patiently chewed, wondering whatever made the cook collect such a 
jumble of ill assorted ingredients, many of them plainly indigestible 
or dreadfully tasteless. Just possibly a whiff of flavour here and there 
may have reminded you of better mountain dishes that each could . 
concoct for himself, fit to be served at an A.C. dinner; and your own 
memories may have wandered happily from this evening's humble fare, 
bringing back to the mind's eye such scenes as left you ' lost in wonder, 
love and praise ' when first or last you beheld them. For if it is fated 
for some of us never again to tread the snows or clamber on sun-warmed 
rocks, at least we may hope once more to stand in memory upon those 
high places where once again, to quote a French writer, Emile Souvestre, 
' before these snows which guard the approach, these crags that bar 
the way, one hears resound in one's inmost being ... ,' but it is a 
profanity to translate it further and I must leave it in French 'on 
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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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