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then can we aspire to rethinking our priorities and implement long-term 
policies that might once more restore the intrinsic dignity of the mountains, 
their traditions and arcane values, and of the people who inhabit these high 
places.

Kim Sommerschield, Monte Disgrazia north face, watercolour, 600x440mm, 2012

Monte Disgrazia: Picco Glorioso, 150 anni di storia
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Bellavite, 2012, pp216, €28

‘It was one of the finest peaks that we had ever seen, 
and… few had looked more difficult.’ That’s Edward 
Kennedy writing in the volume I of the Alpine 
Journal on his and Leslie Stephen’s first encounter 
with Monte Disgrazia. To mark the 150 years of 
mountaineering on Disgrazia, Guiseppe Miotti and 
Michele Comi have produced this affectionate book, 
telling the mountain’s story from the serpentine rock 
of its summit and the birds and beasts that inhabit its 

slopes to the generations of climbers who have played their games thereon. 
Thankfully the multi-talented Kim Sommerschield, whose watercolour 
adorns the front cover of this journal and who co-authored the preceding 
thoughtful article, has provided an English language abstract to the Italian 
text, and all the captions to the many beautiful illustrations are in both 
Italian and English. SG

GUS MORTON

A Conversation With Whymper
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Edward Whymper, the best known of the alpinists of the ‘Golden Era’ 
(1854 to 1865), died alone in a hotel in Chamonix on 16 September 

1911. His name will always be associated with the Hörnli Ridge on the 
Matterhorn. I decided a fitting tribute to him would be to climb this route 
on the 100th anniversary of his death.

Nowadays, the Hörnli has a reputation for being overcrowded. It has 
become a huge commercial success for the local guides, who charge £1,400 

‘I felt the presence of a man standing over me. He was in his fifties, 
with receding hair and a stern, unfriendly expression…’  
Edward Whymper 1840-1911 (Alpine Club Photo Library) 
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plus expenses to take a client to the summit. By climbing it solo and late 
in the season, I hoped to avoid that expense and the problem of too many 
people. 

The Hörnli hut was busy but still pleasant. A large sign instructed 
climbers that they would not be allowed to leave the hut before 05.20h but 
even so I was shocked to see people queuing at the door at the appointed 
time the next morning. When soloing a crowded route my usual tactic is 
to initially hang back, but I was worried about my lack of fitness and so 
left just 20 minutes after the first party. This meant I had to wait my turn 
in the dark at the foot of the first fixed rope just five minutes from the hut. 
However, not being roped meant I could pass other parties in an easy and 
friendly manner. I did not find the route difficult to follow, even when 
there were no headtorches in front. The correct way is well worn. If the 
rock was loose I knew I was off route.

The route has been tamed with iron spikes, fixed ropes etc. and no longer 
presents major technical problems. Nonetheless, I was feeling very tired 
by the time I traversed the summit ridge to the cross near the Italian top. 
Nervous on the descent, I felt the weight of history. Apparently, more than 
500 people have died on the Matterhorn, most of them while descending.

The way down seemed very long and at a certain moment I found myself 
totally alone, with nobody within sight either in front or behind me. There 
were three black choughs perched on a slab of rock. As I approached they 
flew off a short distance and I sat on the vacated perch. From nowhere I felt 
the presence of a man standing over me. He was in his fifties, with receding 
hair and a stern, unfriendly expression. His clothes were from another era, 
a woollen sports jacket, thick woollen trousers and leather boots. In his 
hand was a huge ice axe reaching the height of his chest. I recognized the 
person from a famous photograph: Mr Edward Whymper.

He spoke gruffly. 
‘Ha, I see my mountain has become an easy day for an old aged pensioner 

of moderate ability.’
My fear turned to a sense of irritation, but I could only answer lamely, 

‘I’m not finding it easy.’
‘Even Hadow, who was only 19, found it easy,’ he scoffed, but his 

expression changed immediately as if regretting what he’d said.
I might be a mediocre climber but I know my mountaineering history. 

‘So Hadow found the climbing easy. That would explain how, as a rope 
of seven, you still managed to reach the summit in such an amazingly fast 
time for a first ascent. It also explains why people with the vast experience 
of Charles Hudson and Michel Croz were willing to have such a young 
climber with them. So if the accident was not Hadow’s fault, what really 
happened?1 Dr G.F. Browne always claimed you told him the true story.’

1. The generally accepted version of the accident on 14 July 1865 is that some two hours after making the first ascent 
of the Matterhorn as the party descended, Douglas Hadow slipped and knocked Michel Croz off his feet; their 
combined weights pulled off Charles Hudson and Lord Francis Douglas; the rope linking Old Peter Taugwalder to 
Douglas was exceptionally weak and snapped under the force of the four falling bodies. The only survivors were 
Edward Whymper and the two Zermatt guides Peter Taugwalder father and son.

“Ha, that fool, I only told him an exaggerated version of what I told 
the inquest. I even showed him a piece of that phoney rope and suggested 
that Old Taugwalder might have deliberately used it in case those below 
slipped. I also told him that Hadow was a very bad climber, but made him 
promise not to tell anyone so as not to upset Hadow’s relatives. There is no 
better way to spread a rumour than to tell a bishop a secret.’

‘Phoney rope?’ I queried.
‘Yes. We never even took that cord up the mountain. It remained in the 

little chapel at Schwarzsee. I had thought it might be useful as a hand line 
but Croz vetoed the idea. He said there was already more than enough for 
them to carry.’

 ‘I always found it unbelievable that a guide of old Peter Taugwalder’s 
standing would tie on to his client with an unsuitable rope when there was 
plenty of good rope available.’ I asked again: ‘So what did happen?’

‘It was old Taugwalder who suggested it. We had the most miserable 
of descents from the accident spot and the three of us arrived at this very 
slab you are now sitting on, just as night was falling. Though we were 

‘Ha, I see my mountain has become an easy day for an old aged pensioner of 
moderate ability.’ Matterhorn (Alpine Club Photo Library)
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tired beyond belief there was no chance of sleeping; the events a few hours 
earlier were too fresh on our minds. We huddled together to keep warm. 
Talking helped too. Old Peter said the general public would never under-
stand it was just an accident. They would need to pin the responsibility on 
somebody.

We could not blame Croz; that would have upset the French in 
Chamonix too much. Hudson was far too well respected as a mountaineer 
and Lord Douglas, even though only 18, was too important as a peer of the 
realm. That left Hadow. 

I then remembered the 200 feet of sash cord that we had left in the chapel 
and suggested how we could use that in our story. During those six long 
hours of darkness we perfected our plan. We agreed that the new version 
should only differ from the truth at two points. Firstly, that the sash cord 
was used to tie Old Peter to Lord Douglas and secondly, that young Hadow 
was a poor climber and it was his slip that caused the accident.’

I was puzzled. ‘I thought you stated you had argued during the night and 
that at a moment you feared for your life.’

‘That was just to allay any suspicions of complicity. Likewise, the bit 
about seeing ghosts was purely to divert attention.’ He smiled slightly and 
then continued: ‘We were lucky to get away with it.  After I had gone to 
bed on our return to Zermatt, I realized a major flaw in our story. If they 
found Lord Douglas’s body they might also find the remaining rope around 
his waist. This is why, after four exhausting days since leaving Breuil, I was 
up at 2am the next morning to join the search party. As luck would have it 
his body was never found. On the glacier I picked up a boot saying it was 
Hadow’s. Nobody questioned how it was possible that the nails on a boot 
belonging to someone with so little experience could be so worn.

At the inquest a week later, I was allowed to set the questions that Old 
Taugwalder was asked by Judge Clemenz. As a result, there were only 
minor differences in our versions. I had said the rope was tight between 
Old Peter and myself.  Old Peter said there was enough slack for him to 
quickly wrap a loop around a rock spike. Old Peter said Croz was the last 
of the four to lose his footing, I had said he was second to do so. I was very 
worried when two days after the initial questioning the judge called in Old 
Peter for further questions. I need not have been concerned. With typical 
Swiss efficiency Judge Clemenz just wanted to close the case quickly, with 
the minimum damage to local tourism. He officially blamed young Hadow 
and in doing so conveniently removed the blame from everybody else.’ 

I remembered reading that in 1865 Monsieur Clemenz had recently 
extended his hotel in Zermatt and was hoping to sell it. ‘So what DID 
happen?’

Whymper glared at me angrily and there was a long silence. Finally he 
started talking again. ‘We arrived at the summit at 1.40pm and spent nearly 
an hour there. We all roped together using two ropes, one 150ft and the 
other 200ft. Michel Croz was leading the way, followed by Hadow, then 
Charles Hudson, Lord Francis Douglas, Old Peter Taugwalder, myself and 

finally Young Peter Taugwalder. We were moving very slowly. It took us 
more than an hour to descend the first 200 or 300 feet.

‘Yes,’ I interjected, ‘Hudson’s watch was stopped at 3.45pm.’ 
Whymper became impatient. ‘Look,’ he snapped, ‘I watched you 

descend from the summit today, sliding hand over hand down fixed ropes. 
That is not climbing. We were real mountaineers, descending the north 
face.

‘Sorry,’ I said, and he calmed down.
‘Impatience with fellow climbers is the main fault with many a moun-

taineer. Maybe that’s why I jumped onto that fateful block instead of step-
ping onto it gently like the others before me had done. It was at least a metre 
square by two metres high. It started to move, slowly at first. Old Peter saw 
it and managed to get to one side, though it cut his hand. It gathered speed, 
rolled over on the rope between old Peter and Lord Douglas, slicing it like 
a knife through butter. The full force smashed into Lord Douglas. The 
other three had no chance either. The block took them all, together with 
masses of rocks and snow down the full height of the north wall.

I was looking into Whymper’s face. Was that stern expression actually 
one of deep sadness? ‘But it was not your fault. It could have happened to 
anyone,’ I offered. At the same time I was thinking this version explained 
the story of the teenage boy who claimed to have seen an avalanche at the 
time and place of the accident. He would never have seen just four bodies 
falling from his viewpoint in Zermatt.

‘A momentary negligence,’ he muttered. Then regaining his full voice, 
‘No, Old Peter was right. I would never have been forgiven. I wanted to 
benefit fully from my Matterhorn climb. I wanted never again to have to 
depend on wood engraving for a living. I was not willing to give that away.’

There was a long, reflective silence until eventually Whymper continued: 
‘Though I got the fame I always wanted, somehow it never brought me the 
happiness I expected. I fared better than Old Peter though. Being the oldest 
and most experienced member of the party I think he felt a special respon-
sibility. He never really recovered from the terrible accusations against 
him. He was an honest person and, therefore, a weak liar. His friends and 
fellow guides knew something was not right, and some thought he cut the 
rope to save himself. It was a stupid accusation. Given the nature of the 
terrain it would have been impossible for him to have had time to do this. 
If he had held the fall of the others, they would have quickly regained 
their footing. In the end I discretely made sure he had enough funds for a 
passage to America to start a new life. But he returned after several years, 
still a broken man. Only Young Peter seemed to be unaffected. When he 
saw the block go he was convinced his father was a dead man, so I suppose 
only he had something to be happy about. He became an excellent guide, 
safely climbing the Matterhorn 124 times.’

I had to ask: ‘But was not all this very unfair on Douglas Hadow?’
‘Hadow was dead.’ Then he paused reflectively, ‘Although I’d only just 

met him, I liked Hadow a lot. Like me, he had seen Albert Smith’s Mont 
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Blanc show at Piccadilly in 1856. He would have been nine or ten at the 
time. He told me that ever since then all he wanted to do was to climb 
mountains.’

‘Was he a bad climber?’
‘No, he lacked experience but he was gifted. There was some rubbish 

written about him being weak at descending. It took him five and a half 
hours to get from the top of Mont Blanc back into Chamonix. That is 
quicker than most people take to get back to the Tête Rousse nowadays.’

Voices from a rope of climbers descending nearby awoke me from my 
trance. The three choughs flew noisily away in the direction of Zermatt. 
A flock of 40 or 50 choughs came from nowhere and seemed to chase 
the three other birds. I continued my descent, fighting harder than ever 
to concentrate on the climbing and clear my head of distracting thoughts. 

As I sat on the terrace of the Hörnli Hut drinking a beer, I began thinking 
about Douglas Hadow. To have climbed the Matterhorn at the age of 19 

with such little experi-
ence and not even a good 
pair of boots must have 
made him, potentially, 
the greatest climber of 
his time. I constructed 
a fantasy that as he was 
falling, he made a deal 
with the gods. In exchange 
for being blamed for the 
accident, his ‘spirit’ would 
eventually succeed on the 
greatest of all mountain-
eering challenges. His 
natural climbing ability 
would pass onto a nine 
year-old boy. That boy 
would then be destined 
to become the best moun-

taineer of his era, only to disappear mysteriously at high altitudes. Hadow’s 
‘spirit’ would then pass onto another nine year-old boy.

Mummery was nine in 1865 and was to disappear on Nanga Parbat in 
1895. Mallory was nine in 1895. His disappearance opened a debate on 
whether he reached the summit of Everest in 1924. Tenzing Norgay was 
nine in 1924. In 1953 the ultimate mountaineering goal, the first ascent of 
the highest mountain in the world, was finally achieved and Hadow’s spirit 
could finally rest.

The beer can was empty. Time to start the walk and lifts back to the 
harsh realities of Zermatt, where sadly the obvious is (nearly) always true.

Gus Morton at the Matterhorn summit cross, 16 
September 2011 – 100 years to the day after 
the death of Edward Whymper. ‘Nervous on the 
descent, I felt the weight of history.’ (Gus Morton)


