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A chance enquiry as to the relationship between Alpine Club member, 
the Reverend W H Hawker (1827-1874) and the artist and poet 

Edward Lear (1812-1888), has led to the answer to a mystery that has been 
unresolved for more than 100 years – the mystery being a partially-dated 
letter from Lear to an unidentified recipient.

William Hawker is well known by AC historians as an active member 
of the Club. He contributed several papers to the Alpine Journal, was a keen 
naturalist, a good sportsman, keen shot and fisherman. Edward Lear is 
particularly celebrated today for his nonsense rhymes. Children all over 
the world are familiar with The Owl and the Pussycat or the Dong with the 
Luminous Nose. He was also an entertaining writer and an accomplished oil 
and watercolour painter, specialising in landscapes. It was this latter occu-
pation that brought him into contact with members of the Alpine Club.

Lear’s letter, dated Wednesday 21 February from the Villa Emily, reads 
as follows:

Dear Sir
 I should be glad to know any friend of Mr Freshfield’s, and in your 
case, shall have the greatest pleasure in renewing our acquaintance. After 12 
o’clock I shall be at home today till 4, & I hope you will look in – as I am sure 
my Kinchingunga will interest you.
 By a curious coincidence I was this very morning writing to Mr Douglas 
Freshfield – at London – not being aware he was at Cannes.
 He tells me you have been up Monte Viso: - I have many drawings of 
it, but never got nearer than the foot of the mountain.
 With hope of seeing you shortly, believe me.
   Yours very truly
    Edward Lear

Could this letter have been sent to Hawker? The archives contain no 
record of a meeting between Lear and Hawker but that Lear was acquainted 
with Hawker is beyond doubt. In the spring of 1868 in Corsica, the land 
of the ‘Helix Tristis – the melancholy snail’, Lear waited for the weather to 
clear and ‘for the want of society and much else’ spent the time writing out 
‘Mr Hawker’s notes for use’.(1) In the words of Hawker, ‘Corsica, as seen 
from the shores of the Riviera…is in reality entirely invisible, and is only 
seen by the medium of refraction or mirage. It is often so seen, and still 
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better, is bodily seen from the heights above those towns; and it is undeni-
able, that dream-like beauty is the sight often presented at early morn of the 
far off island rising Venus-like out of the sea, her many snow peaks, like a 
diadem of pearls, catching the rising sun, and her base clothed with sleepy 
haze .’ ‘…the sunset glow changes the pearl diadem for a tiara of rubies.’(2) 

What mountaineer could not fail to be tempted by such an image? And, 
to a landscape painter like Edward Lear, reading these notes in the cold 
wet winter of the Riviera in 1867, it would have been irresistible. For what 
else does Hawker go on to say about Corsica but: ‘the artist is abundantly 
rewarded by the amazing loveliness of the scenery.’ If Lear had not read 
the notes before setting foot on Corsica, he would surely have come across 
Hawker within the small but rapidly growing and busy English community 
of the late 19th century French Riviera where Lear spent some considerable 
time between 1864 and 1868.

But if not Hawker, who else? The trail of Lear’s encounters with the 
members of the Alpine Club starts earlier than 1868. From May to August 
1861, Lear was wandering between France, Italy and Switzerland. Born 
the twentieth of twenty-one children, Lear was brought up entirely from 
an early age by his oldest sister, Ann. She was the rock in his life for more 
than 50 years. He wrote to her almost everyday of his adult life. When 
she died in March 1861 he was utterly bereft. He plunged into a profound 
period of depression, an illness he suffered from all his life and which he 
called ‘The Morbids’. Salvation, or at least a sense of direction, came with 
a commission to paint the celebrated Villa Petraia in Florence. So a couple 
of days after Ann’s gravestone was completed in May, Lear set off for the 
Continent. But his spirits remained stubbornly low: ‘The past is past – the 
present seems nonsense, and the future darkness,’ he wrote in his diary on 
13 June.(3)  Nothing was right. His ‘boles’ were always troublesome. In 
Florence he encountered ‘very vulgar English’. In Courmayeur the ‘flies 
were horrible’, Pisa was a ‘most offensive begging inferno’, and as he grew 
nearer the mountain he found ‘crowds of English, some 30 to 40 at table’. 
‘The bore of joining Swiss-English travellers, is, that all speak of “Passes 
and Peaks” and nought else.’

It was, though, to these ‘passes and peaks’ that Lear was headed. For a 
while, they did lighten his mood. He was impressed with Monte Viso: ‘The 
plain and lofty Monte Viso are very grand, and the colour vastly rich…
gleaming from high above cloud – looking more like a set of stars than 
anything mundane.’ And not all the English turned out to be a ‘bore’. In 
Turin he met Mr Blackstone, ‘agreeable fellow and member of the Alpine 
Club’.(4) Blackstone apparently gave him advice about Courmayeur 
which Lear said was ‘all bosh’. Yet just as it seems he was picking himself 
up, once again he plunged into the abyss. He felt ‘a gloom about these 
Alpine valleys, I can’t abide… the sense of never being able to get out-ness 
is paramount with me’. Verrex was a ‘narrow gloomy valley’, Monjovet 
‘horrid and gloomy indeed’ and he didn’t ‘like Mont Blanc enough to stay 
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longer’. Driven out by the crowds, the flies and the weather, he moved on 
to Lausanne on 3 August.

At the Hotel Gibbon, things seemed to be looking up. The scenery 
was ‘very lovely’ and there were ‘nice intelligent children’. At supper he 
records meeting two Englishmen. But ‘The Morbids’ returned and later 
that evening he wrote in his diary that he was ‘Unhinged and altogether 
upset. I do not know what to do.’ But he did what he always did and got 
up the next morning, went out to draw and hid his feelings. He returned 
to the hotel in the afternoon and sat in the garden ‘talking with the 2 men 
of last night – one’s name is Mattheus (sic)’. It is unlikely that they would 
have regarded Lear as anything other than a jolly, enthusiastic and inter-
esting man. Mathews, observed Lear, ‘seems very regularly up in the Alps’. 
Mathews was, of course, William Mathews (1828-1901) founder member 
of the Alpine Club. Mathews’ diary for 4 August confirms that he indeed 
did meet a painter ‘named Edward Lear’ at the Hotel Gibbon. 

Rarely does Lear record the names of casual acquaintances in his diaries. 
Blackstone and Mathews clearly made an impression upon him. So, with 
Hawker, there are three potential recipients of Lear’s letter. As a prolific 
letter writer, Lear was exceptionally good at staying in touch with people 
he encountered. He collected these people, adding to his circle of acquaint-
ances at every stage of his life. It is clear from his letter that Douglas Fresh-
field (1845-1934), one of the most distinguished members of the AC, was 
part of this circle. But how did they meet? One could imagine that their 
paths may have crossed in the Alps in 1861. Freshfield would have been 16 
and it is known that while still a pupil at Eton, he ascended Mont Blanc, 
and in the 1860s and 1870s made a number of first ascents in the Italian 
Alps. More likely, they may have met at Alfred Lord Tennyson’s, both 
having a friendship with the poet over a number of years. 

Certainly, Freshfield was familiar with, and seemed to appreciate, 
Lear’s drawings. He describes Lear’s drawings of the Abruzzi as ‘striking’. 
(5) And it may not be too fanciful to suppose that Lear’s book (‘the best 
English work on Corsica ’(6)) could have been the inspiration that sent 
Freshfield, with his guide and friend Francois Devouassoud, to Corsica 
in 1880. They were not disappointed. Devouassoud was an experienced 
mountaineer and not easily impressed. Yet, according to Freshfield, on a 
day when they were more than usually impressed by the granite mountains 
of Corsica, Devouassoud’s view was that ‘when le bon Dieu was building 
the Alps, he must have had a bit left over and have thrown it down in 
the Mediterranean to make Corsica ’. (7)  Despite the difference in age, 
Lear and Freshfield had much in common. Freshfield described himself 
as ‘much a traveller as a climber’ (8) and Lear was just as much a traveller 
as a painter and writer of nonsense verse. Like Lear, Freshfield was also 
an eccentric. While Lear travelled with his own bed and an Indian-rubber 
mat, Freshfield could be seen in the mountains with an umbrella in place 
of an ice-axe. 

Could Lear’s drawing of Kangchenjunga have also been the inspiration 
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for Freshfield’s pioneering circumnavigation of the mountain in 1899? 
Freshfield has described the mountain as being ‘a row of roseate flames. 
They are not clouds. While he gazes they harden from the phantoms of a 
dream into definite forms’. (9) This ethereal nature had given Lear great 
problems when capturing the scene in 1874. ‘Kinchinjunga is… so very 
godlike and stupendous, and all the great world of dark opal valleys, full 
of misty, hardly to be imagined forms… apt to become a wonderful hash 
of Turneresque colour and mist and space, but with little claim to forming 
a picture of grand effect.’ (10) Capture it, though, he did. In the various 
versions of his painting, the mountain rises ghost-like above the tree-lined 
slopes and scarps above Darjeeling. His painting is nothing less than a 
fitting throwback to the 18th century tradition of the sublime.

Kangchenjunga is the key that unlocks the dating of Lear’s letter. This 
soaring snow-covered peak in the exotic Himalayas captured the imagina-
tion of the British public in the 1870s. Lear accepted the invitation of his 
friend Thomas Baring, Lord Northbrook (then Viceroy), to join him in 
India. Having collected three commissions to paint the great mountain, 
Lear went out in 1873 and first set eyes on the mountain in 1874. At the 
time of the letter Lear was living in the Villa Emily in San Remo. He left 
there in 1880. He wrote the letter as he was putting the finishing touches 
to one of the paintings of Kangchenjunga, and one version is signed and 
dated 1877. In 1877, the 21 February happened to fall on a Wednesday. 
This date rules out Hawker who had died in 1874. There is no further 

174. Edward Lear (1812-88) Kinchinjunga from Darjeeling, Himalayas, signed with 
monogram and dated 1875; pencil, pen and ink, and watercolour, heightened with 
bodycolour; 241 x 391mm. (Courtesy of Christie’s Images)
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reference to Blackstone and Lear. This leaves Mathews as the remaining 
contender to be the recipient of the letter. 

Was Mathews on the Riviera and near San Remo in 1877? Lear knew 
that Freshfield was in Cannes. Most likely he received this news from 
the letter to which he was responding. Mumm’s Alpine Register suggests 
that both Mathews and Freshfield were indeed in the area. The entry for 
Freshfield states that in the winter and early spring he was rambling in the 
Alpes Maritimes which rise immediately above the Riviera. The entry for 
Mathews states that ‘In the winter of 1876-7, mainly for reasons of health, 
he spent seven months in Algeria.’ He would have crossed to Algeria, most 
likely from one of the Mediterranean ports. A further clue that Lear was 
writing to Mathews lies in the reference to Monte Viso. Mathews made the 
first ascent of Monte Viso on 30 August 1861, a few weeks after his meeting 
with Lear at the Hotel Gibbon, and it is highly likely that their conversa-
tion would have covered Mathew’s reason for being in the area. Lear, with 
his phenomenal recall of people and events, would have remembered this, 
and clearly Freshfield had communicated with him about it. While this is 
not absolute proof, it now appears beyond reasonable doubt that William 
Mathews was the recipient of Lear’s letter and that Mathews was Lear’s 
visitor on 21 February 1877.
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