
• 

La Desrente rlu Trouptau 

Reprorlurtion o;·an olrl print (proof h~/Ore letters) f rom the rolkttion of R. 1-£/ . I I I n .. tO )'r.. -

--~- · 



• 

• 

• 

• THE 

-
NO. 282 VO:L. LVIII MAY 1951 • 

. 

ALBERT SMITH'S MONT BLANC, I8SI-I95I 
• 

BY J. MONROE THORINGTON 

is said that truth is never told in an obituary and seldom in 
biography. One compromises with reality in order to bring out a 
subject in the best possible light, a simplification known alike to 

painters and writers. . 
The centenary of Albert Smith's ascent of Mont Blanc occurs on. 

August 12-13, 1951, the event and its chief character now almost for
gotten, although once the source of conversation at every gathering in 
London. In retrospect there is much that is curious. 

When Albert was in his tenth year he was given a little book called 
The Peasants of Chamouni, in which was related the story of Dr. Hamel's 
trtJ.gic attempt to reach the summit of Mgnt Blanc in 1820. The 
mountain thereafter became fixed in the child's mind, further intensi
fied by the appearance of John Auldjo's detailed and well-illustrated 
quarto in 1827. ·By the time he was eleven he had also read De Saussure's 
Voyages and the account of the I 82 5 ascent of Sherwill and Clark .. 
When Smith was a medical student in Paris in 1838 he paid a visit to 
Chamonix and had his first sight of the Alps. After his return to 
England his efforts at showmanship were expanded into a full-size 
lecture, with which he and his brother in a four-wheeled chaise ' with 
Mont Blanc in the back seat ' for several years .enlightened the literary 
institutions of Richmond and Hammersmith with the theory of glaciers 
and the dangers of the Grand Plateau. 

Smith forsook the scalpel for the pen and achieved success as writer, 
adapter of plays and entertainer. His reading of Auldjo's book on 
Constantinople drew him ~o that city and to the Nile, the background 
for his Overland Mail. ·But it was Mont Blanc which held him in thrall 
and his Show, based upon his ascent, brought him before the public. eye 
during the nine years before his de~th at the age of 44 in 1 86o. By · 

· July 1858, more than 2,ooo performances had been given. His Story 
of Mont Blanc, privately printed in 1852 and published in the next year, 
went through many editions, and throughout his writings allusions to 
the Alps are innu1J1erable. 

It is all gone now, like a procession of men with music disappearing 
up a lane, leaving a faint noise for memory. The things of the stag~ 
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are ephemeral, and the spirit of lost laughter slips a\vay. But once, in 
the recollection of Chamonix, Mont Blanc arose in Piccadilly to gleam 
for a night and vanish. The success of the Show was unprecedented, 
and Edward Whymper thought it might be running yet had Albert 
Smith not died at an early age. · 

Let us face it. The early Victorians took their pleasures solemnly, 
and light entertainment, aside from the stage, was rare and new. The 
rural populace had been content with seeing incandescent charcoal 
being burnt in bottles of oxygen, and hearing the physiology of the eye 
explained by diagrams, and even in the metropolis Smith's competition 
was little more than the-hippopotamus at Regent's Park (presented by 
the Viceroy of Egypt) and the Alpine Singers at the _Royal Polytechnic 
In~titution. Dickens (all talent and no tact) was a rising attraction, but 
the lecture platform seldom offered as much dry humour as a page of 
Punch. · 

By present standards the era was frankly fustian and the populac~ 
was almost in danger of suffocation from plush curtains and bombazine 
(twenty yards barely enough for the making of a S~{irt), although con
temporary opinion would have hotly denied it. The present writer 
still remembers the avalanching reply of D. W. Freshfield to this 
insinuation. In -fact, the verbal serac he hurled was ' Tosh ! ' 

While Smith's injection of humorous sidelights might please )lis 
audience (which included many future members of the Alpine Club), 
this was not to be acknowledged in the sacred precincts of Lincoln's 
Inn or St. Martin's Lane.1 Although he was a man whose whole life 
was dominated by the beauty of a mountain, his success as an enter
tainer was viewed with suspicion, or at .least mixed feelings, by the 
original members of the Club, even though they were generous enough 
to invite him to be one of them. Climbing was a new business, taken 
so seriously that one wondered whether it could rightly be classed as 
sport. Murray's Switzerland in 1854 was still reminding its readers 
that to attempt the ascent of Mont Blanc ~as almost evidence of in
sanity. Smith was the revolutionary who made climbing fun, but it 
was difficult at first to bring this out in the open, and Albert on the 
platform was condescendingly looked upon with somewhat the same
class distinction that prevailed between gentlemen and professional 
cricketers. It is to be remembered that, in the less than three years 
intervening between the founding of the Alpine Club and his own death, 
Smith did mu.ch to reconcile this conflicting opinion and to lift moun
taineering frem a position of death.:.defying expeditions, justifiable 
chiefly on scientific grounds, to an avocation which might once more 
be related to the sixteenth-century dictum of Conrad Gesner : ' for the 
sake of good bodily exercise and mental delight.' -

1 As late as 1864 Leslie Stephen's facetious remarks on the irt:evocable 
association of alpine travelling with science (' As for ozone, if any existed in 
the atmosphere, it was a greater fool than I take it for') were considered by 
John Tyndall as offensive and sufficient grounds for the latter's resignation from 
the Alpine Club. 
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The Alpine Club library contains the letter, dated November 25, 
1857, in which Smith replied to E. S. Kennedy, then Secretary: 

. . 

' I will join the Alpine Club with pleasure. Poor Auldjo and 
I long ago had an idea of something of the same kind, but it burst 
up from my work and his outlawry.2 

Coleman would join I s~ould think. But don't it strike you that 
I 3 ,ooo ft. is a little too high for a limit ? It suggests a love of 
lofty scrambling than of mountain wonders.' 

What was this ' idea of something of the same kind' which might have 
been the Alpine Club's predecessor ? It is probable that Smith was 
referring to the gatherings at the Egyptian Hall on the nights preceding 
a change in the form of entertainment. 3 There was a liberal supply of 
champagne and oysters, and guests were summoned by witty invitations 
in the form of passports, which are now collectors' items. On the 
night of January 21, 1854, for example, there were among those present 
Fran9ois Favret, the Chamonix guide, Dr. Hamel, John Auldjo, John 
MacGregor, and, of course, Albert Smith as master of ceremonies. 
This was a notable contingent from Mont Blanc to meet in a London 
room, at a date when no Alpine Club existed as a bond between 

• 

• mountaineers. 
It suffices to add C. E. Mathews' opinion of the particular ascent 

which made Mont Blanc known to so many Englishmen : ' It must not 
be forgotten that scores of men who afterwards distinguished them
selves in the exploration of the great Alps, first had their imaginations 
fired by listening to the interesting story told at the Egyptian Hall.' 

Smith would be astonished to know that his headstone in Brompton 
Cemetery is pitted from the fire raids on London, and that the Alpine 
Club now keeps his grave green. He would like the small plaque that 
has been added to commemorate his great moment . 

2 The allusion is not entirely clear. Some sort of financial crisis overtook 
Auldjo, and in 1856 he settled down at Calais, pecuniary difficulties 'accumu
lated for others' having obliged him to seek refuge there and give up Noel House, 
Kensington. For his biography see Notes and Queries, May 12, I934· 

8 Mont Blanc Sideshow, Chapter XIII . 
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