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~ Edmund John Clark, the fourth physician to reach the summit 
of Mont Blanc, we know little save that his life was short and 
that he was a man of courage. He was born about I799 and spent 

his later years ( 1830-4I) in Cranbrook, Kent. He received his M.D. at 
the University of Edinburgh in I 822,1 his dissertation entitled ' De 
Phlegmasiis Pulmonalibus ' being related in part to his own physical 
condition. · 

In August I824 he first saw Mont Blanc from heights above 
N euchatel, and again in the sunset from Lake Geneva. He arrived at 
Chamonix and put up at the Hotel de !'Union. Weather being un
favourable, he left on the 26th after several days of mist and went by 
mule over the Col de Balme to Martigny and thence to Milan. 

In the following year he was again in I taiy, reached the crater of 
Vesuvius and travelled from Turin to Chamonix. At various times 
he had been on the Rigi, Furka, Grimsel, St. Gothard and Great 
St. Bernard. 

With a young medical colleague, in I825, he went to the Jardin and 
was so little fatigued that, in the evening, by starlight, he walked five 
miles to and from Les Pelerins to examine a barometer which Frederick 
Clissold had given to J oseph-Marie Couttet in I 822. 

On the following afternoon they visited La Flegere, climbed the 
Brevent next morning and, on the succeeding day, ascended the Buet 
in twelve hours up and down from Chamonix, using mules almost to 
the snowline. They vvere on snow four hours ascending and t,;vo . 
descending. 

As his friend was obliged to return to England, Dr. Clark had 
difficulty in finding a companion for his projected ascent of Mont Blanc. 
On the 24th, Markham Sherwill, who had arrived from Geneva and 
taken a training walk to Montenvers, approacl).ed Dr. Clark and asked 
to accompany him. They joined forces and carried out a successful 
expedition on August 25-27. 

Clark met Dr. Paccard, who shovved him the crampons used in the 
first ascent in I786. Clark proposed to sleep on the Rochers Rouges 
the first night, in order to have more time on the summit, but this was 
vetoed by the guides. J acques Balmat was among those assembled to see 
the party off. They left with seven guides, led by J oseph-Marie Couttet. 

At Pierre a l'Echelle, Clark took the pulse rates of his companions. 
' I had expected,' he wrote, ' to find the pulse of the strongest and 
most muscular subjects the least accelerated. This, however, did not 
appear to be the case.' A young Hercules of a guide had a rate (I 02) 
fourteen beats higher than Dr. Clark (88). 

1 List of the G1~aduates in Medicine of the University of Edinburgh, I7os-x866 . 
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His guides fired a pistol and Clark thought that the concussion 
helped to produce an avalanche which fell' shortly afterward. He was 
told of an experience when the guides camped on the snow, and one of 
their number falling asleep over a charcoal brazier was rendered 
insensible by carbon monoxide and could be roused only with difficulty. 

Sherwill says, ' My indefatigable friend, Dr. Clark, was constantly 
in advance, and it was necessary to summon all my force to keep near 
him ' ; and again, ' Dr. Cl ark and two guides led the way.' 

On the Ancien Passage a slight variation was made from the usual 
route. Instead of climbing to the top of the Rochers Rouges, the party 
ascended directly to the Petits Mulets. 

At the summit one of the party had hremorrhage from an accidental 
blow, which Dr. Clark was quick to see was not from rarefaction of 
the air. ' The blood appeared to be of a duller colour than natural ; 
our lips were quite blue, but no one had the least spontaneous hremor
rhage from the gums or eyes. . . . I had a slight tendency to nausea, 
most overwhelming headache, some pain of the breast and rather feared 
the rupture of a blood vessel, having been the subject of hremoptysis 
when a boy, but this pain and the rapid beating of the heart went off 
when we stopped to rest.' 

Clark had brought some small olive twigs frorn the Mediterranean 
(as well as from a garden at Geneva), and placed this emblem of peace 
in a glass tube, together with the names of George IV and the most 
remarkable people of the age, leaving it at the rocks nearest the summit 
that it might be preserved through the centuries. Two years later 
Hawes and Fellows found the tube half filled with water and the 
writing entirely illegible. 

After the adventure Sherwill wrote : ' To Dr. Clark I owe all the 
pleasurable part of my excursion. On our arrival at Chamouni he 
seemed to forget the care necessary for his own health in his attention 
to the wants of the guides, and of my necessities of the moment. We 
had both suffered from heat, cold, and fatigue : I could render him 
no service, but he kindly relieved me from every unpleasant result.' 

Edward Baines, Jr., who saw him at Chamonix, wrote: 'Dr. Clark, 
who is a small man about twenty-six years of age, had more enthusiasm 
[than his companions], but found it put severely to the test : his resolu
tion and his fatigue are both attested by a charge he gave to the guides 
when they were about an hour and a half's march from the summit
" If I should tell you," said he, " that I am fatigued, and will not go 
any further, give me a good slap in the face ( un bon souffiit) ''.' 

In the Travellers' Book of Chamonix,2 Clark posed and answered 
several questions : 

' Is the ascent more difficult than it is imagined to be ? I think not. 
' Is the pleasure proportionate to the personal exertion ? I 

think it is. 

2 Baines, Edward, Jr., 'Note in the Travellers' Book in Chamonix ' ; copied 
in Letters from the Continent ... 1825 and 1826 (Leeds, 1833), 45-46. 
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' ~or the sake of this pleasure alone, is it justifiable to hazard 
the lives of married guides ? For the simple gratification of 
curiosity, I think not ; for if any accident should happen, you 
would be miserable during life. For the interest of science 
I think it is : the personal exertion of the tourist is of trifling 
consequence compared with the hazard of the guides. 

' To make experiments on the summit would you sleep on the 
Grand Mulet ? Decidedly no. 

' Where should one sleep the first night ? Certainly not lower 
than the Grand Plateau, and be on the summit by I I in the 
morning to enjoy a fine view.' 

Dr. Clark did not come off unscathed. ' It is clearly hazardous for 
persons predisposed to pulmonary disease to take this ramble. Though 
I had no hremoptysis at the time, yet the uneasy feeling in the chest 
continued many days, and when standing on the Lake of Geneva, taking 
a long farewell of the mountain, a small blood-vessel suddenly burst, 
and for some time I expected to pay rather dearly for the whim.' 

. In an able paper 3 in I 826 Clark suggested the possibility of ascending 
Mont Blanc by 'a passage east of the Rochers Rouges,' but Fellows' 
discovery of the Corridor (I827) was made independently. He states 
that his account was written under severe mental and bodily indis
position. 

He lectured before the Royal Institute 4 on June 5, I 829, his story 
being ' vividly conveyed by the assistance of large oil paintings executed 
expressly by M. de Chastelain.' He advised the early use of rope on 
the ascent, and thought those employed were too thick and heavy. 
He objected to a veil as protection from the sun, preferring a wire 
gauze mask and blue spectacles. Plants found at the Grands Mulets 
were shown, as well as specimens of rock occurring in the line of ascent. 
He explained the formation of the glaciers of Mont Blanc, and the· 
position of the aiguilles, on a large model lent for the evening by the 
Geological Society. 

It was no doubt the botanical specimens collected on the mountain 
that led to his becoming a Fellow of the Linnean Society, his name 
appearing on the lists until I 84I. He appears to have been of a 
convivial nature, and in a letter in the possession of the Alpine Club 5 

hoped ' to see Mr. Fellows later and draw a " cork " of champagne.' 
Dr. Clark apparently engaged in medical practice in London, in 

I826 residing in Upper Brook Street, in I827 in Hyde Park Place 
West, and in I829 in Torrington Square. In I83o he removed to 
Cranbrook, where he died in I84I, 6 probably of tuberculosis. There 

3 Clark, E. J., ' Narrative of an Excursion to the Summit of Mont Blanc,' 
N ew Monthly Magazine, 434- 499, 590- 6oo (1826) ; 289-295 (1827). 

4 Clark, E. J., ' An Account of and Ascent of Mont Blanc ' ; Quarterly 
.. !ournal of Science, Literature, and Art (London, 1829), new series, No. 10: 
385-389. Resume of a lecture before the Royal Institute, June 5, 1829. 

5 A.J. 43· 315. 
6 The year given in A.J. so, footnote on p. 264, is incorrect. 
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is no known portrait of him, and no record of his burial can be found 
in the local parish registers. 

His original thoughts on mountaineering and climbing equipment, 
as well as his courageous persistence despite ill health, should not be 
forgotten. In reflection, at nights on the Grands Mulets, he throws 
light on his character : ' Man feels himself a worm, an insect, an atom, 
but he bethinks himself that Heaven's wide regard still rests individually 
on him, a speck in creation. Then he is not afraid.' 
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