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COURMAYEUR IN 1913 

BY I. DE BRUYN 

s stated in the two very interesting articles on the Innom1nata 
face in A.J. No. 279, Adolf Aufdenblatten was a great guide and 
the Guglierminas were intrepid, courageous mountaineers. 

My wife and I had climbed with Adolf since 1907 and we were sor~y 
that he deserted us in 19I2 ; but we fully agreed, as the prospects of 
exploring the entire Mont Blanc massif offered him possibilities which 

• -vvere not 1n our power. 
I 9 I I had been our banner year. On a certain afternoon in August 

we arrived in Breuil from Zermatt via Schonbi.ihl, Tiefenmattenjoch, 
Dent d'Herens, Praraye, Col di Valcournera, a very attractive circum
vention tour of the Matterhorn. 

There we were welcomed by a very well known climber and his 
two guides, who on our question why he was not on a mountain on 
such a fine day replied that they intended to traverse the Matterhorn 
that night but that as the Italian hut was crowdeq they were leaving 
only at 10 P.M. There was neither snow nor ice on the mountain. 

The next day at lunch time his wife, waiting for him at Schwarzsee, 
and looking through the telescope hoping to spot him somewhere on 
the Shoulder., was tapped on that part of her body by her swift-going 
husband who had passed all the parties starting from the Italian hut . 
Such were conditions during the summer. 

We slept in Breuil, my wife crossed the Furgggrat, and Adolf and 
I went to the Italian hut. Crowded again, impossible to sleep. At 
midnight I took a chair outdoors and enjoyed a beautiful thunderstorm 
over Milan. 

' 

At 3 A.M. we left, climbed without interruption to the summit where 
we arrived at 7 A.M., the most attractive rock climb in my experience. 
After some minutes we heard voices and were joined by an Italian 
climber and his three guides. We had noticed him in the hut and took 
him to be a photographer, as they were carrying enormous cameras. But 
he proved to be Mario Piacenza of Biella, the first conqueror of the 
Furggen ridge, and they had beaten our four hours' trip by thirty 
minutes. Again, such were the I9I I conditions. So in 19I2 and 
I9I3 we climbed with Fritz Amatter. Mid-July I9I3 with a Chamonix 
porter, who proved no good, we left the Montenvers for the Torino hut. 
Next day we climbed the Aiguille du Midi . . The main couloir was full 

. of ice so Fritz choose a side couloir, which also proved difficult, so that 
my wife and the porter stopped half way waiting for our return. On 
the summit Fritz had an outburst of joy on discovering a first-class 
piolet which apparently had served for roping-down a not too strong 
party. 

Back at the foot of the mountain we.prepared to invade the small hut, 
the well-known cigar-case, wanting _tq climb Mont Blanc the next day. 
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Not only was the door blocked by ice but the hut itself and the stove 
were full of it. We carried the damp blankets and the snow into the 
sun and chopped ice for two hours. 

But when everything was ready for the first occupants of the season 
Amatter turned to the sky and his smile disappeared. 'A heavy stortn 
is coming, it may snow for two days or more, we cannot stay in this 
miserable hut, we must go back to the Torino at once.' So we packed 
up, plodded through the deep snow and at 8 P.M., white with snow, 
WGre back in the big hut. 

Amatter's prediction came true. The next morning there were 2 ft. 
of fresh snow at the hut and we went down to Courmayeur on the rope. 

On our arrival there we were at once examined by the chief guide. 
I-Iad we seen or heard anything of the Guglierminas ? The two 
brothers together with two friends, Ravelli and Lampugnani if I 
remember well, had intended to climb the Aiguille Blanche direct 
from the Br~nva glacier, a new expedition, on the previous day. If 
they had succeeded, the storm, which still was raging, must have struck 
them on the summit and their position by now should be of the worst. 
' A mon opinion, ils sont absolument morts,' he concluded. 

Amatter objected. ' I know them,' he said, 'they are tough fellows, 
know what a bivouac at 12,ooo ft. means, they won't give up so soon.' 

At night no further news had come through. Their father at 
Alagna, reached by telephone, preferred to postpone an expensive 
expedition and was full of confidence that the boys would appear. 

1'he next morning still no news, but the weather was fine again. At 
noon Alagna consented to the expedition. Amatter, always eager to 
assist, asked the Chief Guide to include us in the party, which request 
was granted. My wife would stay at the hotel. 

The four unfortunate Italians were very popular at Courmayeur, so 
that the entire village took part in the affair and when we left at mid
night with a party of 19 guides, 3 tourists, all the inhabitants were 
standing in their doors and wishing us good luck. We too~ food for 
24 hours and 200 m. of rope. The chief guide's surmise was that we 
should find the bodies on the glacier at the foot of the Aiguille Blanche, 
should tie them up and bring them to a safe spot from which a later 
party would bring them down. 

There was a bright moon and we went without lanterns, a gloomy 
crowd. Climbing went at a terrific pace. We all knew that it would 
be hours before we would get any news but we wanted to shorten that 
period as much as possible. 

Soon we crossed Messrs. Oliver and Courtauld with Adolf, bound 
on some training expedition, but thereafter no further interruption. 
Suddenly, after 3 hours of going, we thought we heard voices and after a 
few moments, to our great surprise, two of the lost party appeared. At 
once we stopped. 'Will you have some food? here, take some brandy.' 
' No, thank you, I am not hungry but I'll take some brandy.' 'Where 
are the other two ? ' ' At the bivouac, they are coming down later, were 
too tired, we hurried down to prevent you coming up.' 
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And then the most remarkable fact happened that when we twenty
two tired, perspiring men were resting in a circle around the two boys, 
the older Gugliermina got up and in a speech of about fifteen minutes 
recorded their adventures. They had reached the summit of the 
Aiguille Blanche in 8 hours from the glacier. Then the storm came and 
they had to bivouac there. The next day it took them 16 hours to 
retrace their route down to the glacier, constantly hindered by small 
avalanches and ever on their guard against one of them sitting down 
or starting to sleep. 

Down at the glacier a second bivouac. The third day they crossed 
the glacier, which had 3 ft. of fresh snow. Again and again one of 
them went down into a crevasse, and so they reached the bivouac site 
only after dark. This they had left about 70 hours before and since 
practically had not enjoyed any sleep, fighting for their lives most of 
the time. 1 

There was no need for further climbing and at 6 A.M . \Ve re-entered 
Courmayeur. In the course of the day the other two also appeared. 

They all four took a bath but refused to go to bed at once, knowing 
that an early sleep would not be restful. 

Their terrible experience didn't show in their faces or behaviour and 
there was little or no frostbite, but, as we learnt later, the moral con
sequences had been such that they were unable to make any further 
climbs that season. 

A photograph, taken on the next day, is ,still a pleasant remembrance 
of our meeting these splendid men, whose courage and endurance we 
so much admired. 

But still, their party did not predict the break in the weather which 
was as sudden as it was severe, and our party did. Was it because they 
missed a guide with Amatter's experience ? 

1 On July zznd, 1913, G. B. Gugliermina, G. Lampugnani, F. Ravelli, and 
A. Zanutti, made an attempt on the Aiguille Blanche de Peuterey by its south
east arete, having reached the Breche N ord des Dames An~daises from the 
Brenva glacier. They did not reach the summit but, caught in a blizzard, were 
compelled to spend' two nights out and arrived back at Courmayeur during the 
night of the 24th-zsth. G. F. Gugliermina was not with the party. 

Mr. de Bruyn may be referring to this expedition. See A.J. 28, 82-3. 
D. F. 0. D. 
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