
A family century in the Alpine Club
Janet Adam Smith Oanet Carleton)

The family in question is my own, but the title would have fitted several
others. There is a line of Slingsbys and Youngs which goes back to 1880,
with Len Young and J osselin Young bringing it up to the present. There is
a line of Hopkinsons and Chorleys which goes back to 1887, just a year
after mine (you'll see I've cheated just a bit). These depend, as my family
line does, on in-laws or collaterals. The most striking instance I have found,
thanks to my team of devoted researchers, is the Pilkington line: Charles
Pilkington, elected 1872, died 1918; his son Edward, elected 1911, died a
few years ago; his younger brother Dennis, elected 1927, and still with us
today: 3 Pilkingtons, in only 2 generations, covering 109 years of
membership! Clearly there is more research to be done, and as climbing
often descends in the female line, change of surname may obscure
continuity.

My own family record goes like this:
My father, George Adam Smith, was elected to the Alpine Club in 1886;

he died in 1942. By then his son-in-law, my husband Michael Roberts, was
a member: from 1936 to his death in 1948. I was elected to the Ladies'
Alpine Club in 1946, and as we are now merged, that counts for continuity.
George Adam Smith's granddaughter, Clare Thomson, was elected to
the LAC in 1953, and her husband, Jan Graaff, to the AC in the same
year. I am told the application for membership of my son Adam Roberts is
in the pipeline. 1886 to 1981 is not quite a century-I hope you will forgive
me. But it does look likely that, come 1986, there will be a descendant of
George Adam Smith in the Club.

Let me make it plain that this is not going to be a record of outstanding
climbs. No peaks or new routes have been named after us. We have
produced no real tigers-though perhaps Jan and Clare Graaff showed a
tigerish disposition in their early days. But we have rubbed shoulders with
tigers, and even had the luck to climb with them occasionally. I cannot help
mentioning a George Adam Smith grandson, my nephew Alick Buchanan
Smith, who took the 14-year old Dougal Haston on his first hill-walks in
Scotland-as Dougal handsomely acknowledged in his book. We have been
on the whole competent, fairly orthodox climbers, and my subject here is
not just what we climbed, but how-our attitudes and ambitions, where we
stayed and how we dressed, whom we climbed with and whom we learned
from, and how these varied over 100 years.

One impetus to produce this account has been my discovering, on
clearing up family papers, the letters which my father wrote from the Alps
in the 1880s, and a batch of old photographs.

The story begins in 1884. My father was then 27. He had been to school
and university in Edinburgh, and walked up hills in Scotland. He had
studied in Germany, and travelled in Palestine, and was now the minister
of Queen's Cross Free Church in Aberdeen. This summer he was taking
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holiday duty at the Presbyterian church at Lucerne, with his sister Isabel
for company. Every week they explored a different district-dashing back
to Lucerne for the Sunday services. From Grindelwald he wrote home
exultantly that he had climbed his first big mountain-the modest
Schwarzhorn, which I do not believe is even 3000 metres! He made the
most of it-the icicles-his moustache frozen-the mountain doubl" the
height of Ben Nevis! It was a great day, with the Oberland peaks dazzling
under fresh snow, only marred on the way down by a Dutch poet in the
party who 'began to shout a Dutch translation of Ossian when he knew 1
was a Scotchman'. When my father told him the Scotch no longer believed
in Ossian, he took to declaiming his own poetry 'from which my only
escape was to break into a run, leaving him on some crag or boulder with
extended arm shouting his "Friesian wood flowerets" as he calls his book.
Fancy having Dutch poetry forced on you in the Alps!' He had not taken
his sister because, he told his father, the Schwarzhorn was not for ladies.

There were further excursions, to the Eismeer-sister allowed on that
one, and described as 'neat as a kitten on a very steep roof -and to the
Guggi hut under the Jungfrau; then in their last week they got as far as
Zermatt, most of the way from Visp on foot, and again on foot-perhaps
the sister had a mule-up to the Riffelberg. The Visp-Zermatt railway did
not, 1 think, open till the 1890s, the Gornergrat railway about 1898.
George took his sister up the Gornergrat, and next day slipped off quietly at
3.15 am with a Scottish acquaintance and a guide. Over the Gorner glacier
and up the Theodule glacier, then 'an awful grind through snow up to the
knees', to the Breithorn, and to that wondrous, literally breathtaking
view-'all Lombardy with Como and Maggiore to Milan and Monte Viso
in the delicate blue light which rested only on Italy'. His anxious sister
waited all afternoon for him at the edge of the Gorner Glacier, but when
she reproached him for leaving her, a girl of 21, alone all day, all he said
was 'I mean to do the Matterhorn some day'.

And next year, 1885, he did. No nonsense this year about dashing back
to Lucerne each Sunday; it was to be a purely climbing holiday. First, some
training climbs in the Oberland-there is a dramatic account of the ascent
of the Gross Wendenstock which he wrote in the album of the inn at the
Engstlen Alp above Meiringen, and which a friend found and copied out
for us 40 years later. 'Barring avalanche, it has nearly every other element
of difficulty. No one should attempt it who has the least tendency to
giddiness'. This estimate may have been coloured by the behaviour of the
guide, a local drunk (as they afterwards discovered) who 'jodelled and
hurled stones down till I had severely to check him. As he leapt frnm point
to point of the rock and urged us. to attempt the more difficult parts of it, I
thought no better model for the Devil, tempting Christ to throw himself
down, could be found'.

His sister was now married, but at Zermatt hejoined a fellow-minister
from Scotland, John Ewing. From the Riffelberg they had a splendid 3-day
excursion with a guide, over the Neue Weissthor to Macugnaga-the drop
down he reckoned as 'about a Ben Nevis and a half-over the Monte
Moro to Mattmark, then back to the Riffelberg by the Adler Pass, with an
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56 George Adam Smith and John EWlng (This and next 6 photos: Janet Adam
Smith collection)
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ascent of the Strahlhorn. He at astride the knife-edg' summit ridge, on
either side te p slopes above rocky precipices. 'It isjust the sort of work an
Alpine climber with a cool head and a sharp ice-ax loves'-already in his
econd s a on h write as an old Alpine hand. This fmm a I tter to a

younger sister whom I think he wanted to impress. 'You wouldn't have
Known your reverend brother if you'd seen him racing down th 1'0 ks and
gra s, in knickerbockers and a shin, with an i e-axe in his hand and a
knap ack on his back, and looking fiercely red as to his face.'
They climb d the Riffelhorn, with a mixed party- ome ladies could climb
it appeared-organi ed by Alick Tosswill, a Harrow ma ter, who joined

mith and Ewing for Monte Rosa. Three days later, withJohn Ewing and
the guides Margelisch and Gentinetta, my fath I' was up lh Matterh rn.
They were th first party off from the Hornli at 3 and got 10 the top at 7.15.
Not much is recorded of the climb but the falling stones, and the meeting
with 'a French girl in boy' clothe with father (or keeper) and six guides'.

mith and Ewing wer delighted with themselves. I have this photograph
in ribed by his sister I abel 'after their Matterhorn climb'. It mu t have
be 1'1 quite a while after, becau e the photogralJh has the label of a
photographer in Aberdeen-where the 2 heroes must have got out of their
cl rical gear and into their Alpine knickerhock I' before trotting off to the
studio. Observe the chest-high ice-axe-and the inister rope-end dangling
from Ewing's pocket, sur Iy the original that broke on th first ascent of the
Matterhorn!

In 1886 my father wa ba k in Zermalt, with Alick Tosswill as hi
climbing partner, and Josef Imboden of St Niklaus as his regular
guide-'one of the four best guides in Zermalt'-an excellent lingui t and a
much-travelled man who had be 1'1 to the Himalaya with W. W. Graham,
and who spent winter month acting as courier to travellers all 0 er Europe.

57 Group at Zermatt

145



Their base this year was the Monte Rosa Hotel, which my father described
as 'the homeliest of hotels and the oldest . . . a lot of very nice
people-Gladstone's daughter and son-in-law ... Conway, Professor of
Art in Liverpool-a lot of London barristers, several clergymen and
schoolmasters ... most of them are climbing men. We all live together like
a happy family'. _

The happy family was photographed. At first glance you might think it
was taken outside a saloon in the Wild West during the Gold Rush, such a lot
of rogues and desperadoes they appear. There were concerts, and punch
drinking, and a cricket match against a team from the Riffel. But in spite of
poor weather and new snow, they did get in some climbs-the
Wellenkuppe, the Dom-trudge, trudge over snow-slopes on the way up,
but glorious glissading down, at the speed of an express train. Then the
Zinalrothorn in a storm-the same storm in which an Englishman died of
exposure on the Matterhorn. My father helped to bring down the body, but
was rather severe on the dead man and his companion: 'The gentlemen are
all over 50 years of age, by which time a man ought to have given up
climbing'. But this was by way of reassuring his father that he, at 29, was in
no danger. In spite of continuing bad weather, he got up the
Rimpfischhorn, and wound up the .season triumphantly with the
Weisshorn, and a record time for the descent-3t hours from the summit
down to Randa. 'I have spread the news of your Weisshorn descent
everywhere' wrote Alick Tosswill, who had gone off to the Oberland; and
this cannot have hurt Smith's chances when he sent in his application to join
the Alpine Club. He was proposed by James Bryce, then Regius Professor
of Law at Oxford, later our Ambassador in Washington, and President of
this Club from 1899 to 1901. Bryce was then Liberal MP for
Aberdeen-my father may have climbed with him on the Aberdeenshire
hills. A Zermatt friend, Frank Church, warned him: 'I'm afraid you're
coming to a very quarrelsome club. There's going to be an awful shine on
Tuesday week, if rumour can be trusted: but in the present state of the law
of libel I don't dare tell you what the row is.' This made me turn eagerly to
the AlpineJournal's account of the AGM in December 1886 when my father
and Alick Tosswill were elected. The new President was nominated in the
usual way; but a member, Eustace Hulton, demanded a ballot. As there
was only one nomination, this seems to imply that there was opposition to
the Committee nominee, Clinton Dent. He was elected, with 62 votes, but
there were 13 against. The outgoing President, F. C. Grove, was wisely
absent, in the Canary Islands, with an illness which perhaps was
diplomatic. All I have been able to find ou't about Eustace Hulton is that he
was a Manchester man, who had climbed guideless with the Pilkingtons; so
perhaps he 'was the progressive provincial who was challenging the self
satisfied Londoners who ran the Club. I am sure some of our Club
historians can throw further light on this, My researches also showed that
there was a lot of talk in the Club at that time about the Alps being played
out.

Back to my father. In 1887, with Alick Tosswill, he was again in
Zermatt, and with Imboden and Peter Knubel as guides climbed the
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Wellenkuppe, Lyskamm, Castor, Tiischhorn, mostly in rather poor
weather. There was an expedition across the Col Durand to the Mountet
hut, a flea-infested night, and return by the Triftjoch-when the great
Professor Grove, ex-President of the Club, happily recovered from his
illness in the Canary Islands, was of the party; and a rare day exploring
new ways on the Riffelhorn-'a place to bring out the science of climbing' he
explained to his mother. He had had another day earlier on the Riffelhorn
with 'two Quakeresses'-the Misses Pease from Bristol-and they climbed
like goats. His ideas about climbs suitable for ladies were being slowly
enlarged.

For much of this holiday his base was the Riffel Alp hotel-in previous
seasons, 'Riffel' had meant the smaller inn on the Riffelberg-where he
found plenty of 'the joys of indoor life in the Alps'. There were concerts
and dances-though he could only look on-and interesting fellow-guests:
the politician John Morley, with whom he discussed Home Rule and
Disestablishment; several MPs; Canon Wilson, the Headmaster of Clifton,
who had been on the Col Durand expedition. He apologised for the
scrappiness of his letter describing life at the Riffel Alp, saying it was
written in the smoking-room 'amid the conversation of 6 or 7 groups of
eminent QCs, headmasters, and Egyptian campaigners, with the distant
rumbling of German at the end of the room'. One gets the impression that
not only the affairs of the Alpine Club, but also those of the public schools,
Oxford, Cambridge, the Church of England and maybe even the British
Empire, were really run from the Riffel Alp.

If all this indoor life of the Alps strikes us as rather soft, we should
remember that in some ways the climbing was more strenuous and much
less comfortable than one would find it round Zermatt today. They had to
walk much more, simply to get to their hotels in Zermatt or the Riffel Alp.
There were huts on the Hornli, at the Mountet, on the Stockje, all fairly
primitive. My father climbed the Breithorn and Monte Rosa straight from

the Riffelberg, and the Rimpfischhorn from Zermatt-8500 feet up and
down or, as he might have put it, 2 Ben Nevis's. For the Dom and the
Wellenkuppe and the Gabelhorn they had to sleep out. In later years, when
I was climbing in the Alps, Father would describe with relish these chilly
nights with sleeping-bags and air-pillows, when stars twinkled above and
beards froze below; but on reading his letters now, I think he inclined to
exaggerate how often this happened, probably in order to make me feel
how pampered we were with all those comfortable huts.

In 1889-having missed a year in the Alps through the death of his
mother-he went back to the Riffel Alp with Alick Tosswill, sllbject to a
good deal of chaff from his cronies there because he had recently published
4.. commentary on the prophet Isaiah, which challenged orthodox views,
and they would introduce him as Isaiah Smith. The season started well with
the Dent Blanche, with Tosswill, Imboden, and another guide. There was a
high wind blowing the snow and mist to rags. 'We wound and crawled and
crept and scrambled and heaved each other up'. The wind and the cold
were almost unbearable, but 'Mrs Tosswill had kindly made me a
Crusader's cap which leaves only the eyes, nose and mouth free, and I had
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goggl on'. It was a 17-hour day, and next morning he I pt through the
scrmon in the chapel at the Riffel Ip.

Thr e year earlier, whcn a younger brothcr had got ngaged, Ge rge
had written: 'Re 01 d a I am to remain a bach lor-or at lea t forced a 1
am, for my work keep me from the chance of making the acquaintancc of
any uitabl young lady'-and wh n a kcd when he was going to marr ,he
would point to a pi ture he had found in the Illustrated London 'ews, and had
framed and hung on his tudy wall; 'She will b the mistr ss of my heart and
home'.

While he was freezing on the Dent Blanche, thcre had arriv d at the
Riffel Alp a i Lily Buchanan with her uncle Ted eaton: a girl of 23
living in London \ h r hcr father wa hief Iedical Officer to the Lo al
Gov rnment Board-Iatel- the Mini try of Health-and wh re h had a
happy and varied life_ he had met Bl"Owning at dinn r-partie _ and
Tenn on had read hi po try to her. he did so ial work for OClavia Hill.

he loved poetry. and dancing, and v alking-doing her 20 mile on famil
walk in the York hirc Dale or the Lake. Once with her brOther he
walked from iggle wick by Malham ove and the trid to Bolton Abb y.
34 miles. he had lately b en triding 0 r the fell with Canon Rawnsley of
Ke wi k, one of the founders of the National Trust. For h r fir t visil to

witz rland, her father had given her 10 to buy suitable clothes, with
instruction to get boots big enough to tak 2 pair of woollen stocking.

58 Picturefrorn Illustrated London News 59 Miss Lily Buchanan (Mrs George Srn;
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60 The Queen of Italy at Riffelalp

he threw herself m rrily into the life of the Rind-the dances, and the
sing-songs, and the games of blind-man's buff in the salon-and her high
spirits survived even the unexpected appearance of her old housemistre's
from Cheltenham, She was delighted to join excursions to the Gorner
glacier-on the way back from one there was a splendid scramble on the
lower rocks of the RifTelhorn-and to the Thcodul hut, when they were
roped 'like prisoners going to iberia', and Mr 'mith was of the pany,

I shall now turn to Mr mith's account of their meeting, written to the
iter who had been with him on hi first vi it to Zermatt: 'I remember

seeing her first on the stair: of the hotel when Tos:will and I wert' starring
for (he Gabclhorn She spoke to me without being introduced, Some
ladies w re asking T, and me about our tr'lps for climbing and we were
showing our air-pillows etc, She spoke kindly and her face haunted me all
the way up and down the Gabelhorn, ,On Tuesday evening she a 'ked me
chaffingl to dance with her and it ended by her sitting out a dance with me

, On Frida afternoon in a snowstOrm we climbed the Riffclhorn on the
same rope with another man and girl', And Mr Smith and Miss Buchanan
raced down from the Riffelberg to the RifTel Alp in 14 minutes, beating all
the rest (a day or twO later they did it in 1J minutes)-and in the same ra h
headlong Victorian way got engaged within 10 days of first seeing each
other. 'r know she might have had any of these rich handsom' Englishmen'
my father wrote-all of them AC men tool-'but she has chosen the Free
Church minister', The Archbi hop of Cant rbury was at the Riffel, Dr
Benson, and he told my father: 'You have taken a lamb from my
flock-bu t I will fe rgive you',

The day after they got engaged-when :he wa, 'much relieved to learn
that her fiance's Chri tian name was not Isaiah, as his facetious friends had
tOld her, but George-she was on the RifTelhorn with Alick Tosswill, on the
glacier face, 'Most enjo able' she noted in her diary, 'somet imes hangi ng
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only by the rope. Mr T said he thought not more than 8 ladies had been
up' -and he reported that she was already an exceptionally good lady
climber. From the Riffelhorn, across to the Theodul hut and next morning
up the Breithorn. Another lady had been up the day before, the Queen of
Italy, whom my parents had already seen at the Riffel Alp. This
enterprising royal had come from Gressoney by way of the Betta Furka,
Cimes Blanches and Theodul to Zermatt, then up to the Riffel, where she
was given a hearty British cheer. She was cheered again next day by the
Riffel contingent when she mounted on muleback to the Gornergrat: 'to
which she replied most prettily', my mother reported, 'by taking a glass of
wine in her hand and drinking to the Queen of England' (as reported in the
A.J., the toast was to the Queen of Great Britain-did my Scots father have
to correct his English fiancee?). Her ascent of the Breithorn was a height
record for a crowned head, which I don't suppose was beaten till King
Albert of the Belgians started his distinguished Alpine career.

The following December my parents were married in London. The date,
December 18, was chosen so that my father could attend the A.G.M. of the
Club on the 16th, and the Dinner the following night; my mother was
rather annoyed that she could not be there too. The service was conducted
by Canon Rawnsley, with whom my mother had walked the fells, and by
Canon Wilson, with whom my father had crossed the Col Durand; the
bridesmaids carried edelweiss and had presents of brooches in the shape of
ice-axes; there was a great turnout of Riffel Alp and Alpine Club friends.
Some of them had combined to give a fine set of photographs of Zermatt
and the peaks around. I still have a copy of that splendid book, Pioneers oj the
Alps, which was a wedding present to my father from C. E. Mathews, one
of the founder-members of the Club and President 1878-1880. To my
mother he gave a dozen pairs of white gloves.

I'm sorry to say that this eventful year was the last time my father did
any serious Alpine climbing-and it was probably the first and last time
that my mother was roped, 'like prisoners going to Siberia'. As a married
man, with no private means and a rapidly growing family-there were
seven of us, stretched out from 1890 to 1910-my father could not afford
family holidays in the Alps; and when he travelled, it was not primarily for
pleasure: it was to Palestine to gather material for his Historical Geography oj
the Holy Land and his history of Jerusalem; and to the USA to teach and
lecture, after he had become a Professor in Glasgow. He continued to climb
with the Scottish Mountaineering Club, of which he was a founder
member-and I believe I was born when he was off on a winter climb on
Ben Lomond. Our family holidays were always in or near mountains, most
often on the Island of Arran. By the time I was ready to climb, my father
had really stopped; it was my mother who came with me on my first climbs,
when I was 9, on Ben Nuis and Goatfell; and I was given a helping hand by
my 15-year-older brother George. He had once traversed all the Arran
peaks in a single day, and had walked from Glasgow to Braemar in 6 snowy
days, taking in every hill from Ben Lomond to the Fiddler above Glen
Feshie. Most of his winter climbing in Scotland was done with James

Wordie, the Arctic and Antarctic explorer, who joined this club in 1923.
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George was planning to go to the Alps in the summer of 1914-he was
killed in 1915, a few months after he had cheered me up Ben Nuis. Our
leader that day, as on so many days, was Professor W. P. Ker, my adopted
godfather, He was about my father's age, but had only started climbing in
the Alps when he was 50, and was 52 when elected to the Club in 1908. He
certainly disproved my father's contention, apropos the victim he helped
bring down from the Matterhorn, that 'by 50 a man ought to have given up
climbing'; for in 1921, when he was 65, W. P. traversed the Matterhorn
and the Zinalrothorn.

In Arran, he was our mentor, inculcating good climbing habits. 'Chi va
piano va sano', he would s.ay, when an impatient child dashed ahead uphill:
'Chi va sano va lontano', So with him-and later with contemporaries, or
on my own, I became entirely at home in the Arran hills and on the
Cairngorms.

But the Alps would be quite different!
In 1929 my parents went back to the Riffel Alp, 40 years after their first

meeting there, and took my younger sister and myself with them. I was
then 23, and working on the newly-started Listener at the BBC. When the
train from Visp stopped at St Niklaus, there was Josef Imboden on the
platform to greet his old client. Up at the Riffel Alp, things had not
changed greatly in those 40 years, There were still the concerts, and the
dances, and the parties made up for trips to the Gorner Glacier-and still
the Alpine Club elders. Geoffrey Young has written of them: 'A kindly
classic Club core, , . was the element most prominent in the centrist hotels,
pontificating genially, discouraging all but the irreverent from straying
from the traditional routes, and perpetuating the dependent relationship
with guides . . . The guided convention was . . , as absolute as the
Decalogue', The Alpine Club elders I met were certainly kind and helpful.
Mr ElIis from Chesterfield lent me an ice-axe considerably shorter than the
one that hung on my father's study wall; Professor Wilberforce advised
which guide should take my sister and me up the Riffelhorn-he later took
me up my first 4000er, the Rimpfi~chhorn.Then the elders decided that I
could do the Zinalrothorn-but I must have a porter for that too! (Need I
say, my father was paying). Alas, it snowed, and our caravan of 3 had to
turn back, after the kindly guide had discovered a minor point on the
glacier, to give me some feeling of achievement; but nobody at the Riffel
had heard of it.

I accepted the Riffel Alp ethos entirely-it did not seem odd that I could
be trusted-with friends of my own age, or by myself-on Arran hills; and
yet here it would be a terrible sin to go guideless. Except of cou'rse for the
Riffelhorn, where I did have a splendid morning on the glacier face with an
acquaintance from the hotel. I had never heard of Dorothy Pilley, or Nea
Barnard, or Micheline Morin, or Miriam Underhill, and their guideless,
and manless, exploits; my heroine was Gertrude Bdl, whose great climbs in
the Dauphine and Oberland were all made with one, and sometimes 2,
guides.

Five years later I was back in the Alps, with Michael Roberts. I had first
met him at the Listener office, over a review he was writing; somehow it
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came out that he climbed, and the talk rapidly veered from Pound and Eliot
to Whymper and Mummery. His first birthday present to me were Keats's
letters and a pair of crampons. He had discovered the Alps for
himself-when at Cambridge he had walked across France to the Great t
Bernard, but he had only climbed seriously for 2 years before our first
season together in 1934. From the moment we met on the station platform
... t Bourg St Maurice, 1 realised that a lot of my ideas would have to be
modified. His Alpine summers did not include concerts and dance -the
only time I knew him to dance was in climbing boots in the old inn at
Tignes-so there was no need for the clothes that went with uch
diversions. One rucksack was enough-and anyway you were not ba ed on
one hotel, you were on the move. The 'idea was to climb a mountain or
cross a pass every day, and there was no point in the rest day that the elders
of the Riffel prescribed between ascents. The weather would give you quite
enough involuntary rests, and it was best to spend the bad day in a hut, so
as to be ready for the good weather when it returned. Michael was not
against guides, he simply believed that you had to be very good to do the
mountains for which a guide would be necessary. So we began with
mountains in the Tarentaise for which he did not think we needed one: the
Levanna Centrale, the Ciamarella, with an unintentional new route up a
steep ice-slope, through mi interpreting the guidebook. 1 was very nervous
of this slope on the way down, when the steps Michael had cut in the
morning were slushy and slidey-and after all we were guidelessl-and was
hardly cheered by Michael's reassurance: '1 could hold an elephant!'

Then we went over to Courmayeur to meet our guide: and what a
difference from the guides at the Riffel who disappeared into their own
quarters once the climb was over! Othon Bron was more a companion than
a guide as 1 had hitherto met them. He was not there just to do the skilled
jobs-the step-cutting and the route-finding-and the chore in the huts
which he inclined to leave to us .. Like W. P. Ker, he wanted to make us
better climbers, and there was a good deal of plain speaking on the way.

But to go back to 1934: we had 3 or 4 days at the old Torino hut on the
Col du Geant. On the picture on page 153-observe Michael's puttees and
the nails on his boots, clinkers in the middle, tricounis round the
edge-highly dangerous on tation platforms or the marble floors of hotels.
We climbed the Aiguille de la Brenva, the Geant, the Aiguille du
Midi-then down to the Montenvers for the Charmoz. A year later-by
this time Michael and I were married, having taken much longer over the
whole affair than my parents-our holiday began with a party from the
Royal Grammar School, Newcastle, where Michael taught, at Val d'lsere;
and I was promoted to lead a string of boys on such u nexacting peaks as the
Grande Motte and the Grande Sassiere. We had a further week on our own
in the Tarentaise, going from hut to hut and climbing something on the
way, with the Grande Casse as our best climb. Then with Othon Bro:1 we
took the Haute Route from the Great St Bernard to Zermatt, taking in the
Grand Combin-and from Zermatt we had a good day on Monte Rosa.
For our last week we joined a cour e run by the CAF from St Gervais, and
a local guide, Ernest Chapelland, led us and another Briton, H. V.
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61 Michael Roberts) Janet Adam Smith and guides

Hughes, on a splendid 2·day traverse of the Domes de Miage, the Aiguille
de Bionnassay, the Dome du Gouter and Mont Blanc, with descent over
the Aiguille du Gouter to the Tete Rousse hut.

For a few seasons we followed the same pattern: 10 days with a school
party at Val d'lsere or Bonneval· ur·Arc; 10 days on our own r with
H. V. Hughes in the Tarentaise and Maurienne and Gran Paradiso,
traversing our peaks and ending up each night in a different valley; then a
final 10 days or so with Othon Bron or-after hi death in a creva se on the
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Glacier du Geant in 1938-with Hans Brantschen, who had been Geoffrey
Young's guide on his one-legged ascent of the Matterhorn. With them we
did classic routes-on the Matterhorn and Zinalrothorn, on the Chamonix
Aiguilles, on the Finsteraarhorn and Grunhorn; and when Othon told us,
one hot afternoon when we were making our way from the Theodul to the
Hornli hut across a tricky softening glacier, 'Next year, you can go by
vourselves, anywhere'-we began to entertain ambitious plans for Mont
Blanc by the Brenva or the Aiguille Noire de Peuterey. But that was just
before the war, and the only holiday we had together after it was a short
run round our special places-Val d'Isere, Pralognan, Tignes, Entre deux
Eaux.

In the 1950s the next generation came to the Alps, my father's
grandchildren. My 3 sons were introduced to Alpine ways in a series of
very jolly parties, made up essentially of LAC clubwomen and
schoolboys-the schoolboys included several future AC men, Mark
Bicknell, Terence Goodfellow, John Scott. Again the Tarentaise and
Maurienne were excellent for such beginnings-good rock on the Aiguille
de la Vanoise, the Gliere, and the Aiguille Doran-and the highest peaks
not too high nor too hard for 14 and 15 year olds. We used to spend a few
days at a hut-the Felix-Faure on the Col de la Vanoise, the Peclet-Polset,
or the inn at Entre-deux-Eaux, and climb everything we could. Usually we
took a local guide, Robert Amiez, and I led a second rope. On bad-weather
days we had serious sessions of step-cutting and rope-management.

In 1953, our party of four schoolboys, Christine Reynolds, Claud
Bicknell and myself, spent a week crossing the Oberland from the
Li:itschenthal to the Grimsel, climbing the Finsteraarhorn on the way.
Later that season there was a good mothers-and-sons day on the
Zinalrothorn when Nea Morin, Miriam Underhill and I took our sons up
the Rothorngrat-and as I led up that delightful ridge I remembered with
amusement the guide and porter who had escorted me on my first
unsuccessful try 25 years earlier. Often we joined up with other family
parties-with Peter Lloyd and Adam in the NW Highlands, under the
benevolent eye of Tom Longstaff; with Jack Longland and his younger
children in Arran; with Robin and Renee Fedden and their daughters in
the Dauphine; with Goodfellows and Wilsons in climbs from Courmayeur,
and in N Wales.

On these Alpine holidays in the 50s, I would-having got into training
with juniors-end the holiday by some climbing with contemporaries.
There was one day when Claud and Peter Bicknell and I embarked on the
Rochefort arete. The snow was like castor sugar, it just poured away as you
touched it-and suddenly we remembered that we had 12 little ones
dependent on us at home (in fact my eldest had been packed off to see the
antiquities of Aosta while we climbed)-and with one accord we turned
back and had a very pleasant scramble on the Geant instead. In 1953 I had
a glorious day on the Schalligrat of the Weisshorn with Nea Morin and the
guide Bernard Perren. And in 1955 Nea and Denise Morin, who wished to
do the Mer de Glace face of the Grepon manless and guideless, persuaded
me to go with them for company, with a guide from Courmayeur. He was
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neither of the Riffel Alp type nor the Othon Bron type, and though we did
get up, it was no thanks to him: I think that was the last time I had a guide.
In 1958 I had one of my best climbs-with Nea and Micheline Morin and a
French schoolboy, traversing the Meije. Nea's and my rope may have been
the first British women's guideless traverse-if so, it is the only record I can
claim, and only because I had the luck to be led by Nea. Behind her, I
would cheerfully tackle pitches harder than I ever thought I could do. What
would my father have said-two ladies-no guide-and each over 50!

Meanwhile another descendant of George Adam Smith was indeed
scoring records. I had taken Clare Thomson-my niece, and his grand
daughter-climbing in Arran, you might say up to O-level maybe, with the
Witch's Step, A-level. But I have seldom known anyone advance more
rapidly to her PhD. When in 1951 she marriedJan Graaff, a climber from
Cape Town with a record of new routes on Table Mountain, her
honeymoon was a matter of sesto grado in the Dolomites. A few months later
she was on Mount Kenya, when she and J an climbed Batian direct by the
original Mackinder route up the Diamond Glacier-I think the first time it
had been repeated. J an told me that after cutting up the first rope-length on
the diamond-hard glacier the sudden thought came to him: 'I don't think
Clare has been on ice before'. The following summer they were in Kulu
and Spiti with Ken Berrill and Pas~ng Dawa Lama. They made 2 new
passes into Spiti, and succeeded in finding the key to Deo Tibba, which had
baffled previous parties, and made the first ascent of it and-I believe
another first-of the Mani Peak in Spiti. A few years later they were in the
Ruwenzori, and in unusually fine weather they climbed Mount Baker,
Margherita-named after the jolly Queen who toasted Queen Victoria on
the Gornergrat!-and Alexandra, and Jan made a new route up the NE
face of Margherita. Zermatt they have known mainly for ski-ing; but in
their middle age they have taken to going there in September, and finding
the old classic climbs quite exacting, I'm glad to say.

My sons graduated naturally from family climbing to climbs with their
contemporaries, and in places far removed from family holidays. Through
doing National Service in West Africa Andrew had ambitions to climb the
mysterious Mount Buaea in the Cameroons, but had to settle for the Atlas
instead; when he went back to Africa as a historian he had trips to Mount
Kenya and the Ruwenzori, though less lucky with the weather than the
Graaffs. My youngest son John holds, I believe, our immediate family's
height record, having trudged up the nearly 19000 ft Demavend in Iran.
My 2nd son Adam when a schoolboy climbed with Wilfrid Noyce's parties

in N Wales, and went to courses run by the Union Nationale des Centres
de Montagne, one in the Tarentaise, another in the Dauphjne, which
ended with an ascent of the Ecrins. For many years his climbing was
confined to this country, though even in London he kept his hand in-and
his feet-with a first ascent of the London School of Economics by the E
arete, and another of the NW tower of St Johns. Smith Square.
This-unlike the LSE climb-lacked the added attraction of illegality; it
was done in the presence of the Director of St Johns, various membns of
the Committee, and the Westminster District Surveyor-for its purpose
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62 StJohns, Smith quare

was [Q examine the pineapple that surmounts the LOwer, which had shed a
leaf or 2 into the square below. Adam Roberts and Robin Pearson had a
strenuous but enjoyable climb, the sp ctaLOrs on the roof an exccllent
entertainment, and St .Iohns was spared the cost of a stecplejack.

Last year Adam was bark in th Alps. Hc and some friends climbed with
a guide-and I wish my father and Joser 1mboden could ha e ·cen this
guide: Brcdc Arklcs· rrom Snowdonia, mother of 8, a qualified BMC
guide, with an international carnet. They traversed the Pelvoux, up by the
Meltrier Couloir, and down by the Glacier des Violeues, then traversed the
Ecrins, front-pointing up the Couloir ord and with a direct fini h up the

face to the summit. This ear, going out inJuly to th Valai , they found
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terrible snow conditions-far more snow than when Renee Fedden and I
had been walking there a month before-and were sometimes the first on a
route for 3 weeks. Again they had a home-grown guide, Tim Jepson from
Bethesda-by the way both he and Brede Arkless were new to the region
they were in-and all the party shared in the route-finding. From Arolla, in
faultless weather but frightful snow conditions, they climbed the Eveque
and traversed the Pigne and Mont Blanc de Cheilon. This was on 29 July
and before starting from the Vignettes hut they toasted the Royal wedding
in black coffee, Andrew Nurnberg made a loyal speech in French, to the
mystification of all the British present. My parents and the Queen of Italy
would surely have approved. And when they got to the Rossier hut for the
Dent Blanche they found the gardien had been so determined to see the
Royal Wedding on TV that he had hopped down to the valley that day-by
helicopter. There was a violent gale on the mountain and they had to keep
on anchoring themselves with their axes; it was very cold, as it had been
when my father climbed it. Then round to Zermatt, a paddle across the
Theodul glacier to the Breuiljoch, and up to the Carrel hut on the Italian
side of the Matterhorn.

They found the traverse to the Colle de Leone pretty intimidating. It is
the scene of that remarkable and horrifying engraving in Whymper's
Scrambles Amongst the Alps-cln attempting to pass the corner I slipped and
fell'-where he is seen hurtling head foremost down the ice-slope. Shortly
before, on his solitary exploration of the' Italian side in 1862-he had
discarded his axe, 'which had proved a great nuisance in coming
down'-and no wonder, for it was an old navy boarding-axe. So on this
tricky passage he had to be content with prodding at the snow with the
point of his stick until a good step was made. 0 wonder when he came to
the corner he slipped and fell.

From the Carrel hut they took 10 hours hard going to the summit. There
were 2 other parties, one from Catalonia, one from Dusseldorf, and they ail
had the impression that nobody had been up for some time from that side.
They heard later that guides at Breuil had told people that it was not to be
attempted this year. The British and Catalan parties stopped at the Solvay
hut, as light was giving out-much annoyed to find the hut already full of
climbers who were using it, not as an emergency refuge, but 10 give them a
shorter climb the next day. The Dusseldorf party, who had bivouacked
higher up, seemed to have spent a rather more comfortable night.

When they came down to the valley, there was a film being shown in
Tiisch entitled 'Three Generations on the Matterhorn'. Apparently it was
about a simultaneous 3-generation ascent. In our family the generations
have spread their ascents of the Matterhorn over a rather long
period-1885, 1936, 1981. But I can show one 3-generation climb, on
Scafell Pike at Easter last year, when everyone made kindly allowances for
Granny's deliberate ascent. In parenthesis-I have noticed a tendency in
myself and my contemporaries to boast about the length of time we have
taken for a mountain-as when Peter and Mari Bicknell and I-combined
ages, 205-c1imbed Suilven four years ago. Surely nobody could have
taken longer!
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Compared with so many of the splendid and almost superhuman climbs
we hear about at the Club, I know that this· family chronicle is, with the
exception of some of the Graaff climbs, rather 'small beer. But I have
enjoyed .assembling it, because it has brought back to me so many good
days, so many good friends, and the delight and exhilaration we have all
found in the Alps since the day my father first saw the Matterhorn and
determined to climb it. And I hope it has also demonstrated that-in the
challenge they still offer, the enjoyment they still give-the Alps are not yet
played out, whatever the Club pessimists were saying in the 1880s.

One hundred years ago

(with extracts from the Alpine Journal)

C. A. Russell

'The weather was clear and unclouded, and as the surrounding hills were
completely covered with snow, the view from the top was quite Alpine.
Owing to the situation of the mountain, and the lochs by which it is
surrounded, a very beautiful feature in the panorama was the effect
produced by snowy mountains and sea, almost side by side.'

This description of the scene from the summit of Ben evis on 3 January
1882, was recorded by C. D. Cunningham who, on arriving at Chamonix
later in the month, was pleased to find that there had been 6 weeks of
perfectly fine weather. 'The winter of 1881-2 was a most exceptional one.
On leaving England I had no greater ambition than to cross the Mer de
Glace, or possibly reach the Brevent. It was, therefore, a very pleasant
surprise to find that the snow was in such good condition that the higher
peaks might be attempted.'

Ten days after his arrival Cunningham, accompanied by Leon Simond,
Edouard Cupelin and Ambroise Bossoney, completed the 2nd winter
ascent of Mont Blanc I. The summit was reached on 30 January by way of
the Grands Mulets hut, the Grand Plateau and the Corridor; Cunningham
later wrote that 'from the corridor to the top took three hours-three hours
of hard work. We were in the shade, and at the same time exposed to the
wind, which was gradually rising. With one exception this was the only
occasion during the entire four weeks we were out that we suffered from
cold. The wind seemed to penetrate even my fur cap and muffler, and
never shall I forget the contrast when we reached the summit and came into
the full range of the sun's rays; I compared it at the time to going into a
greenhouse on a winter's day. No words can convey any idea of the
grandeur of the view. The atmosphere was so wonderfully clear that we saw
the distant peaks on the horizon just as sharply defined as if they had been
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