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N July 5, r864, there was read before the Club the Report of the 
Special Comrnittee on Ropes, Axes, and Alpenstoc~s1 . It is fair 
to assume that this was the first report on the technical merits of 

mountaineering equipment to be delivered anywhere. The members of 
the Special Committee were E. S. Kennedy (Chairman), F. C. Grove 
(Secretary), J. J. Cowell, H. B. George, W. E. Hall, and R. C. Nichols. 

The committee expressly excluded from their consideration ' ... the 
particular circumstances under which the rope should or should not be 
used; whether it is ever productive rather of danger than safety; and 
whether it is desirable that every traveller of a party should be provided 
with an axe', and ' ... simply attempted ... to lay before the Club the 
result of our enquiries as to the material, mode of construction, and 
form of these important alpine accoutrements.' They followed sound 
empirical principles in assessing the relative merits of the ropes available 
and conducted ' ... nearly a hundred experiments, made with various 
kinds of rope purchased of the best London makers.' They were well 
aware that dead-weight testing was not sufficient as 'the alpine traveller's 
rope ... if tried at all, will have to resist a sudden jerk, which may be a 
violent one: and it is against this danger that the most careful precautions 
should be taken, as some lamentable accidents too clearly show.' Accord
ingly, ropes were tested with a falling weight of twelve stone. A drop of 
five feet eliminated all but four ropes, three of which withstood .a drop 
of ten feet. The length of rope used is not stated, but it seems likely that 
it was sixty feet. The Report includes an assessment of the respective 
merits of the three best ropes, of manila, Italian hemp and flax, 
' . . . now made by Messrs. Buckingham expressly for the Club, and 
marked by a red worsted thread twisted in with the strands' ; a warning 
that no rope light enough to be portable will hold fourteen stone falling 
ten feet; and the opinion that ' ... these ropes, which weigh about three 
quarters of an ounce to the foot, are the heaviest which can be conveniently 
carried about in the Alps'. It is notable that the standard which the 
committee established was to remain valid until the advent of nylon. 

The design of ice-axes seems to have been even more controversial in 
I 864 than was the use of ropes, for the committee introduce the section 

1 A. J. I. 32!. 



AN EQUIPMENT CENTENARY 

on axes thus: 'With regard to axes our task was less easy. There is no 
subject on which 1\!lembers of the Alpine Club seem to have such 
divergent opinions, and we proffer such suggestions as we have to make 
with considerable diffidence, trusting that nothing we say may be 
considered in any way to slight the inventors of those ingenious but not 
ahNays intelligible instruments which have of late adorned the Club's 
rooms. It is unfortunately true, as stated by Mr. Stephen and Mr. Ball, 
that the authorities are by no means agreed as to the best form of ice-axe; 
and it may be added, that not even are any two men who ever climbed a 
mountain agreed on the subject at all, as there is no case on record of 
anyone having met in Switzerland two Members of the Alpine Club 
armed with the same kind of weapon.' The committee recommended 
three types of axe, two for travellers ' ... intended to be used for chipping 
a few occasional steps, for enlarging and clearing those imperfectly 
made, and for holding on to a snow slope ... ', and one for guides' work 
' ... which are the heavier implements required for making long stair
cases in hard blue ice.' The lighter ~f the two travellers' axes followed 
a design ' . . . recommended by Mr. Step hen, in a paper published a 
short time ago in the Journal. '2 It had a single blade with a ' ... small 
hammer-head at the back ... in order to balance the pick, and in some degree 
to improve the hold when the axe-head comes to be used as a crutch 
handle.' This 'vas recommended for its lightness, but the committee 
clearly preferred, for general use, what is virtually the standard ice-axe 
of today. The design ~ras justified thus: 'In the first place it is absolutely 
necessary that one of the cutters should be made in the form of a pick, 
as this is by far the best instrument for hacking into hard ice, and is also 
extremely convenient for holding on to a snow slope, or hooking into 
crannies, or on to ledges of rock. For the other cutter we recommend 
an adze-shaped blade, and we are convinced that this is the form which 
will be found most generally useful, as being the best suited for all the 
varieties of step-cutting. The hatchet-shaped blade used by the Cha
mouni guides is no doubt a better implement for making a staircase 
diagonally up a slope, but on the other hand it is exceedingly difficult to 
cut steps downwards with a blade set on in this manner; and as moun
taineers r~rely come down the way by which they went up, if they can 
help it, it is obvious that this objection to the Chamouni form of axe is 
conclusive.' This design was recommended in t\vo weights, the lighter 
for travellers but with the reservation that it ' . . . is not of sufficient 
weight or strength for cutting a series of steps in hard ice. To those 
gentlemen, therefore, who do not object to carrying weight, but who 
desire to have an axe fit for any kind of work, we recommend . .. ' the 
heavier form. A footnote mentions that Mr. Leaver, metal-worker, of 
Maidenhead, would manufacture the three axes at prices of a guinea, 

2 A. J. 1. 25·3. 
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t\venty-two shillings and sixpence and t\\renty-fi\'"e shillings respectively.a 
The committee dismiss' ... the numerous and formidable weapons which 
have been sent in by l\1embers for exhibition, most of vvhich had elabo
rate contrivances for fastening on the detachable axe-head' on the 
grounds of insecurity and cumbersomeness. The handle recommended 
was sturdy by present standards, the major and minor diameters being 
I! and I i inches no wonder ash was preferred as being lighter than 
hickory or lance-wood. 

Alpenstocks received very brief treatment, ending with :'It is generally 
thought most convenient that the alpenstock should be high enough to 
touch the chin of its owner, as he stands upright; but this is a matter 
on which it is scarcely possible, and, \Vere it possible, scarcely necessary 
to lay down an absolute rule.' 

The armoury of the climber has become vastly more complex and 
varied than that of one hundred years ago. It would be gratifying, indeed, 
to think that all present-day alpine accoutrements were studied as 
rational1y as were those covered by the Special Committee of I 864. 

3 An interesting point arises in connection with these prices . The figures are 
quoted from the Report· as it appears in A.J. 1. 321 sqq. This, however, is re
printed from the original Report, which vvas separately printed and of ·which 
there is a copy in the Club Library. In the original, the prices are given as eighteen, 
t\\·enty-one and t~·enty-two shillings respectively; and one can only presume that 
in the interval betv.:een the first presentation of the Report and the appearance of 
the Journal Mr. Leaver had decided to charge more for his axes. 

• 

• • 

• 

• 

• 


	241
	242
	243

