

[image: ]













How the


English Made


the Alps


JIM RING









[image: ]

























For Jessica

























List of Illustrations







1. Edward Whymper, conqueror of the Matterhorn


2. Tragedy on the Matterhorn, engraving by Gustave Doré


3. Mountaineering, Victorian style


4. ‘The Club-Room of Zermatt, in 1864’


5. ‘The Chamouni polka’


6. ‘Cutting off a fearful corner’, cartoon by Sydney Hall


7. Thomas Cook, pioneer of the package tour


8. Grindelwald, before the advent of the railway


9. Leslie Stephen, author, among other things, of one of the  wittiest books on mountaineering


10. The Mer de Glace, Chamonix


11. W.A.B. Coolidge, ‘the young American who climbs with his  aunt and his dog’


12. A.F. Mummery, the first great climber to emerge after the  major alpine peaks had been conquered


13. An Edwardian mountaineering party, among them G.W. Young  and George Mallory


14. Four generations of the Lunn family


15. The Arnold Lunn medal, awarded by the Kandahar Ski Club


16. Zermatt, once ‘a crowded assemblage of dark, dirty-looking  wooden houses’


17. The Oberland village of Mürren 


18. A lady competitor on the Cresta Run, 1908


19. Horse-play in St Moritz, 1938


20. Leni Riefenstahl and camera crew on the summit of Mont  Blanc, 1929


21. The Cambridge University ski team, 1938


22. Hitler at the Winter Olympics, 1936


23. The Alps at War, 1945


24. George Mallory and E.F. Norton on Everest, 1922







 





The author and publishers would like to thank the following for permission to reproduce photographs: Plates 1, 4, 5, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 24, Alpine Club Collection; 2, 3, 6, 7, 10, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22 and 23, Hulton Getty; 15, 16 and 17, Ski Club of Great Britain.



















Preface





If this book’s subject is self-explanatory, the title perhaps is not. I have chosen to use the term English rather than British, though I am conscious, as Michael Flanders once remarked, that you have to be careful in these matters. ‘If we’ve done something good, it’s another triumph for Great Britain. If not, it’s “England lose again.”’


Of course the Welsh, Irish and Scots were very much part of these islands’ invasion of the Alps. During the period on which this book focuses, however, it was the custom – in the words of a Scot – ‘to let the part – the larger part – speak for the whole’. Those countries which received them – France, Italy, Austria, Germany, and above all Switzerland – all talked of the English, and the presence of the English in the Alps was precisely so described. To use the term British would thus have been an anachronism. Moreover, again as a Scot put it, the alternative ‘lacks both bouquet and aftertaste. One can love or hate England but not so easily Britain. It was England and not Britain that the Germans prayed God to strafe.’


Its title aside, the book’s publication owes a great debt to its editor, Gail Pirkis, whose enthusiasm has guided it from conception to birth. It is, too, the consequence of the indulgence of my wife, who not only typed it but also put up with the writer’s, and the book’s, incessant demands. At a time when my leisure might reasonably have been spent with a growing family, she countenanced the visits to the Alps that the subject required, and even enjoyed the Hotel Monte Rosa at Zermatt and the Kulm at St Moritz. 


The Alpine Club and the Ski Club of Great Britain provide the chief archives for alpine studies in England. Both institutions have been generous in their hospitality. I would particularly like to thank Margaret Ecclestone, the Alpine Club’s librarian, for her unfailing patience and guidance. In the Alps themselves, the local archivists have been invariably helpful. I am greatly indebted to Timothy Nelson at Davos and Corina Huber at St Moritz.


A number of people took the trouble to read and comment on the book at various stages in its development. These were my mother Stella Ring, my stepmother Sheila Ring, my father Peter Ring, my brother Christopher Ring and my mother-in-law Jane Faire. Ian Jackson and Give Jenkins looked at the book from the perspectives of skier and historian respectively. Of professional readers, Howard Davies has winkled out numerous inconsistencies and solecisms, the alpinist Lindsay Griffin similarly. Other faults are my own.


My thanks finally go to Alan Page, partly for his company’s work on the cover, but principally for moral support.


 







In the steamy, stuffy Midlands, ’neath an English summer sky,


When the holidays are nearing with the closing of July,


And experienced Alpine stagers and impetuous recruits


Are renewing with the season their continual disputes –


Those inveterate disputes


On the newest Alpine routes –


And inspecting the condition of their mountaineering boots:







You may stifle your reflections, you may banish them afar,


You may try to draw a solace from the thought of ‘Nächstes Jahr’ –


But your heart is with those climbers, and you’ll feverishly yearn


To be crossing of the Channel with your luggage labelled ‘Bern’,


Leaving England far astern


With a ticket through to Bern,


And regarding your profession with a lordly unconcern!…





A.D. Godley, ‘Switzerland’, Climbers’ Club Journal, 1899
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‘Anything but Matterhorn’






It was only on descending from the summit – until an hour before, one of the last of the major alpine peaks to be conquered – that the tragedy struck.


Towering over the village of Zermatt at the head of the St Nicholas valley in Canton Valais, the 14,780-foot Matterhorn not only looked unscalable, but was also reputed to be inhabited by demons who would resist all human approaches. As the leader of the expedition, Edward Whymper, wrote later, ‘There seemed to be a cordon drawn around it, up to which one might go, but no farther.’ Such was its reputation that, even in the golden age of mountaineering in the late 1850s, few had been tempted to make an assault. In 1860, on his first visit to the Alps, Whymper recorded that the mountain was virtually untouched. In the following seasons he himself made a number of attempts on it, despite the discouragement of his guides, who would mutter in their pidgin English: ‘Anything but Matterhorn, dear sir! Anything but Matterhorn.’


His attempts, however, greatly interested a local guide from the southern, Piedmontese side of the massif. This was Jean-Antoine Carrel, whose life’s aim became – according to Whymper – ‘the ascent from the side of Italy for the honour of his valley’. When Whymper returned to the mountain in the summer of 1865 and asked Carrel to join him, the guide regretfully told him he was previously engaged. He concealed the fact that he was just about to take his own expedition on to the peak. Whymper, equally eager to claim the ascent for himself and for England, was left entirely without party or guide. He was, as he put it, ‘a general without an army’.


In his haste to beat Carrel’s expedition in its attempt on the mountain’s southern face, Whymper put together an ad hoc party. It comprised himself, two local guides called Taugwalder – father and son – the Chamonix guide Michel Croz, and two talented and experienced climbers, Lord Francis Douglas and the Reverend Charles Hudson. There was also a young novice, Roger Hadow. On Thursday 13 July, two days behind Carrel, the party set out from Zermatt at 5.30 a.m. on a brilliant day. By mid-morning they were on the eastern face of the mountain itself, and by noon had found – at 11,000 feet – a sensible place to bivouac. Following a successful reconnoitre, the attempt on the summit was set for the following day. So far the route had been easier than expected, and the party was in good heart, although Whymper was naturally tormented by anxiety at Carrel’s possible progress.


They began at dawn next morning and climbed without much difficulty, seldom roping themselves together. By mid-morning they had reached, at about 14,000 feet, the foot of the escarpment which, seen from the valley below, looked almost perpendicular. Here they turned on to the northern face. As the slope soon steepened to some forty degrees, with relatively little to hold or grasp, it became sensible for the experienced – Croz, Whymper and Hudson – to take the lead. Here Hadow began to struggle, needing continual assistance from the elder Taugwalder. Alarms, too, were constantly raised that there were already men – Italian men – on the summit. Soon, though, the slope eased, and only an awkward corner blocked the summit itself. Croz and Whymper, desperate lest they be beaten at the last, unroped themselves and dashed for the summit. ‘At 1.40 p.m.,’ wrote Whymper, ‘the world was at our feet and the Matterhorn was conquered! Hurrah! Not a footstep could be seen.’ Moments later they spotted Carrel’s vanquished party, ‘mere dots on the ridge, an immense distance below’.


The weather still held: there was little wind, and it was so clear that they could see all the great alpine peaks around them, from the Dent Blanche to the Monte Rosa, and a hundred miles to the south-west the Viso, the Pelvoux and, in the west, ‘gorgeous in the full sunlight rose the monarch of all – Mont Blanc’. Eight thousand feet below them were ‘forests black and gloomy, and meadows bright and lively; bounding water-falls and tranquil lakes; fertile lands and savage wastes; sunny plains and frigid plateaux. There were the most rugged forms and the most graceful outlines – both perpendicular cliffs and gentle, undulating slopes; rocky mountains and snowy mountains, sombre and solemn or glittering and white, with walls, turrets, pinnacles, pyramids, domes, cones and spires! There was every combination that the world can give, and every contrast that the heart could desire.’


The party lingered on the summit for just under an hour before beginning the descent. Croz, the most sure-footed, went first. He was followed by Hadow, the least. Then came the Reverend Hudson, Lord Francis and the elder of the Taugwalders, the latter linked by a rather old rope. Whymper himself and the younger of the Taugwalders brought up the rear, at first roped together separately as a pair. Then, at about 3 p.m., Lord Francis asked Whymper to attach himself to the elder of the Taugwalders, as he doubted the latter’s ability to hold his ground should a slip occur. In this way the whole party was roped together to tackle the most difficult part of the descent. They took care. Only one man was allowed to move at a time, and only when he had gained a firm footing was the next allowed to follow. Hadow, unfamiliar with the procedure and exhausted by the morning’s climb, was again in trouble, his nailed boots sliding on the rocks, his eyes drawn irresistibly down the precipitous slope to the fields far below. Again and again, Croz had to turn, lay aside his alpenstock, and take hold of Hadow’s feet, putting them, one by one, into the correct positions.


Whymper, his view at the rear of the party obscured by a rock, never knew exactly what happened in the instants that followed. He surmised that, having secured Hadow, Croz was turning round to go down a few steps when Hadow slipped, fell against the guide, and sent them both plunging down the slope. Hudson and Douglas were only just behind them and were at once dragged in their wake. Whymper and the elder Taugwalder, alerted by a cry from Croz, braced themselves to take the strain on the rope. Together they held fast. But the rope between Taugwalder and Lord Francis broke, leaving the latter and the three below him sliding downwards on their backs, then over the precipice and down to the Matterhorngletscher four thousand feet below.


When Whymper at last reached Zermatt thirty-six hours later, he was met by the innkeeper Seiler, who followed him in silence to his room. ‘What is the matter?’ asked Seiler. ‘The Taugwalders and I have returned,’ Whymper replied. Seiler, so Whymper wrote, ‘did not need more’.


News of the tragedy swept across Europe and horrified the reading public. ‘Is it life? Is it duty? Is it common sense? Is it allowable? Is it not wrong?’ thundered The Times. And underlying those questions was the larger question of what drew these Englishmen to the Alps. What was it that possessed these men to throw themselves with such courage, not to say recklessness, at these mountain ranges far from home?


It is the curious story – sometimes tragic, sometimes comic, almost invariably dramatic – of the English in the Alps that this book sets out to tell.



















Veni, Vidi, Vici







‘The Col de la Faucille, on that day, opened to me in distinct vision the Holy Land of my future work and true home in this world.’


John Ruskin, Praeterita (1885–1900)

























Prologue


‘This most mis-shapen scenery’







‘Before the turning-point of the eighteenth century, a civilized being might, if he pleased, regard the Alps with unmitigated horror.’


Leslie Stephen, The Playground of Europe (1871)





It was a measure of their power over the human mind that by the time of the Matterhorn tragedy men – English and otherwise – were fully prepared to risk their lives in search of a closer acquaintance with the Alps. Yet the attraction was a relatively recent one, and the English had done much to generate it.


The Alps came into existence a hundred million years ago as a result of the collision of two of the plates that form the earth’s crust; in the process the two colliding land masses thrust hundreds of miles of rock thousands of feet towards the heavens. Through time, and the natural processes of erosion, these mountains were gradually worn down to little more than low hills. Then, about a quarter of a million years ago, further movement of the tectonic plates and profound glaciation produced something approaching the Alps as we see them today – a great crescent that runs for eight hundred miles from the southern coast of France through Italy, Switzerland and southern Germany to the borders of Austria, where a northern spur thrusts towards Vienna, a southern towards Zagreb. Dividing Europe’s northern plains from the Mediterranean basin, they constitute a watershed from which flow four of Europe’s largest rivers: the Rhône, feeding the Mediterranean itself; the Po, flowing east through Italy into the Adriatic; the Rhine, running to the North Sea; and the Danube, making its way to the Black Sea. Along with the Rockies, the Andes and the Himalaya, the Alps are one of the world’s great mountain ranges.


They are also something more. Visually, the Alps provide a far greater contrast than is usual in mountain ranges. The low snow-line caused by their northerly latitude, and the depth of the heavily glaciated valleys, permit the conjunction of green meadows and blinding snow. This contrast is reflected in a remarkable variety of flora and fauna, adapted to the varying altitude. The other great ranges typically present a more uniform and relatively barren impression of rock and snow, at their higher altitude unrelieved by brighter colours and hues; unrelieved, too, by such riches of plant and animal life. The geology of the Alps is also unusually complex, and provides an unprecedented mixture of mountain structure, from the gothic towers of the Chamonix Aiguilles to the soft fantastical forms of the Italian Dolomites. Then there are the glaciers, unusual in the Alps for their profusion. These serpentine masses of ice flowing slowly down the mountain valleys, riven by deep crevasses, lend a strange, primeval quality to the scene. At lower altitudes the glaciers give way to springs, streams, waterfalls, rivers and lakes – the lakes more numerous than elsewhere. Those of Geneva, Constance, Neuchâtel, Lucerne, Zürich, Maggiore, Como and Garda are the greatest. The more northerly are austere. By contrast Murray’s Handbook, the first popular guidebook to the region, described those on the Italian side of the chain as a byword for delicate beauty: ‘Their character is soft and smiling; blessed with a southern climate, their thickets are groves of orange, olive, myrtle and pomegranate; and their habitations villas and palaces.’


If elsewhere in the world mountains have remained remote wildernesses, the Alps everywhere exhibit the hand of man. The valleys have been tilled, the high pastures grazed from prehistoric times; fine medieval cities such as Grenoble, Geneva, Bern, Zürich, Innsbruck, Salzburg, Vienna, Turin and Milan have grown up in the mountains’ shadow; the great highways over, the railways under the Alps remain – to Murray – ‘the most surprising monuments of human skill and enterprise, which surmount what would appear, at first sight, to be intended by Nature to be insurmountable’. Conversely, the Alps too have shaped man. The cultural and political disposition of Europe has been dictated by their presence. Distinct northern and Mediterranean cultures – distinct in poetry, prose, architecture, music, painting – are the inevitable consequence of the divisions created by the chain; the establishment and extent of nations and empires have been largely determined by their form; the very neutrality of Switzerland, the political embodiment of the Alps, is a consequence of her location at what is at once the centre, but at least until the 1850s the largely inaccessible citadel of Europe.


The Alps are not simply the Alps. They are a unique visual, cultural, geological and natural phenomenon, indissolubly wed to European history.
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Strange to say, however, as recently as the 1700s the Alps were generally abhorred. The monk John de Bremble, one of the earliest English alpine travellers, was so horrified by his experience on the Great St Bernard pass that he prayed, ‘Lord restore me to my brethren, that I may tell them not to come to this place of torment.’ The seventeenth-century diarist John Evelyn was distressed by ‘horrid and fearful crags and tracts’. Bishop Berkeley on a journey across the Alps in 1714 complained that ‘Every object that here presents itself is excessively miserable.’ What was it that so disenchanted those whose descendants would rhapsodize over the Alps?


Traditionally, such terrain held little appeal. The awesome presence of mountains made them the natural inspiration of cult and myth. To some they held a special power by virtue of being the first land to emerge from the primeval waters. To others they were stairways to heaven, the clouds that surrounded them providing life-giving rain. Conversely, those that were volcanic might be seen as doors to an underworld of fire and brimstone. Inevitably they were thought to be the habitations of gods, demons, witches and trolls; places to be feared and avoided at all costs. 


Though the lower valleys had long been inhabited, the Alps were no exception to this rule. It needed little imagination to attribute to supernatural causes their violently unpredictable weather systems, terrible avalanches and mysterious, creeping glaciers. As late as 1723 Johann Jacob Scheuchzer, a distinguished Zürich scholar and Fellow of the Royal Society, devoted a chapter of a learned book to the detailed description of alpine dragons, one of which he claimed to have seen. Even maps of a later date included indications of such creatures.


Dragons or not, from man’s early days it had been necessary to force a passage through the Alps and to broach the barrier that divided Europe. Whether for the purposes of pilgrimage, trade or war, routes through the chain which combined modest height with relative ease of ascent and descent were gradually located, and rough footpaths or bridle-paths established. The Romans significantly improved these tracks to promote communications within their empire, thereby permitting the crossing of the chain by Hannibal, his army and his elephants in 218 BC. Thereafter, with the exception of the establishment of the high alpine hospices in the Middle Ages, little was done to improve the passes until the coming of Napoleon at the end of the eighteenth century, and the invention of dynamite soon after.


Any passage of the Alps in the eighteenth century was thus an ordeal to all but those few who were untouched alike by fears of the supernatural, cold or heights. According to Murray, astride his mule or packhorse, the traveller would endure tracks




steeper than any staircase, sometimes with ledges of rock two or three feet high, instead of steps. Sometimes they are covered with broken fragments, between which the beasts must pick their way, at the risk of breaking their legs; at others, they traverse a narrow ledge of the mountain, with an abyss on one side and a wall of rock on the other; and here the mule invariably walks on the very verge of the precipice – a habit derived from the animal’s being accustomed to carry large packages of merchandise, which, if allowed to strike against the rock on one side, would destroy the mule’s balance, and jostle him overboard. 





Even in the summer, ‘the air is often icy cold, and exercise and quick motion are necessary to keep up the circulation of the blood’. With snow falling on the passes in the second week of October, and frequently lasting until mid-June, it was often necessary for travellers to combat snow and ice as well as the heights. Of the Great St Bernard pass the Handbook declared: ‘the hospice is rarely four months clear of deep snow. Around the building, it averages 7 or 8 feet and the drifts sometimes rest against it, and accumulate to the height of 40 feet. The severest cold recorded was 29º below zero; and has often been observed at 18º or 20º below’


There was more, though, to compound the traveller’s physical and mental discomfort. In an age that was beginning to demand its creature comforts, those obliged to cross the Alps found little to their taste. As late as 1814, an Englishwoman at Simplon recorded that




After vain attempts to demolish the remains of some venerable cow, we feasted on a dish of fritters, so delicate and tempting in appearance that they would have graced the table of an Alderman. We of course congratulated ourselves upon having found such young and tender chickens upon the top of Mount Simplon, when suddenly my Father exclaimed, ‘Clara, you have been eating frogs!’





Of the inns, that on the Col di Tendi between Turin and the frontier fortress of Ventimiglia was typical – ‘a crazy hovel, containing scarcely one whole window, and no sitting-room, except that which serves in common for the postilions, gentlemen, poultry and hogs’.


As to the alpine peoples to be encountered on such journeys, opinions varied. At best they were robust peasants whose isolated life was felt to breed an admirable degree of independence. In Switzerland this was illustrated both by the tale of William Tell and – in William Wordsworth’s words – the ‘several battles in which the Swiss in very small numbers have gained over their oppressor, the House of Austria’. Similarly, the peasants of the Dauphiné, Piedmont and the Tyrol were renowned for their independence. The poverty common among these peoples, however, was remarked upon by all. It was inevitable in a pastoral region of thin soil and steep slopes, where life was typically sustained by the herding of beasts to the high summer pastures when the snow retreated, and their return to the valleys in the autumn. Equally distressing was the incidence of disease. As Murray’s Handbook recorded in 1843,




It is a remarkable fact that, amidst some of the most magnificent scenery of the globe, where Nature seems to have put forth all her powers in exciting emotions of wonder and elevation in the mind, man appears, from a mysterious visitation of disease, in his most degraded and pitiable condition. Such, however, is the fact. It is in the grandest and most beautiful valleys of the Alps that the maladies of goitre and cretinism prevail.





Goitre, the swelling of the thyroid gland in the neck, was commonplace, though little more than unsightly. Cretinism was far more serious in that it affected the mind, rendering the sufferer incapable of rational thought or action, and thus ‘a creature who may almost be said to rank a step below a human being’. Both were the consequence of an iodine deficiency.


Other aspects of the region were hardly more congenial. Its topography formed such convenient borders that it was for long divided up into a bewildering variety of principalities, dukedoms and independencies. This posed a considerable handicap to the convenience, and not infrequently the safety, of the traveller. At the gates of Geneva, Bern, Innsbruck and Turin passports were demanded; there were four major languages – French, German, Italian and Romansch – to master, several minor ones, and countless local dialects. In Switzerland alone ‘almost every canton has a coinage of its own, and those coins that are current in one canton will not pass to the next’. Similarly, each had its own customs and excise. Travel between the countries was uncoordinated, so that passengers might have to wait for hours for the arrival of the next coach to their destination, ‘sometimes being set down in a remote spot to pass the interval as they may, and this not infrequently in the middle of the night’. With Protestant and Catholic living cheek by jowl through much of the area, religious squabbles were endemic. And though some of the Swiss cantons were amongst the earliest republican democracies, more often government was in the hands of aristocratic oligarchies as illiberal and repressive as any in Europe.


The final objection of the eighteenth-century observer to the Alps was in a sense the oddest. They were ugly. This perspective was bound up with the feelings of the age towards nature as a whole. The classical tradition embodied in the Renaissance might have made something of the beauty of the human form, but it thought little of natural beauty, either of land or seascape. As Kenneth Clark put it: ‘The average layman would not have thought it wrong to enjoy nature; he would simply have said that nature is not enjoyable. The fields meant nothing but work, the sea meant storms and piracy’ As to the mountains, they were structures that – like others – were to be judged by classical notions of beauty. These called for qualities such as purity, order and proportion – standards against which the Alps were unlikely to measure up well. On the contrary, to the eighteenth-century eye the very appearance of the Alps was unsympathetic – disordered, chaotic and uncouth. Bishop Berkeley thought every object miserable, the Bishop of Geneva, François de Sales, talked of those ‘cursed mountains’, the essayist Joseph Addison of ‘this most mis-shapen scenery’.


A region essentially supernatural, a hazardous and uncomfortable journey, inhabitants stricken with poverty and disease, all the institutions and arrangements of civilized life missing or awry, deplorable scenery – it was scarcely surprising that, far from being an attraction, the Alps were seen as an ordeal; scarcely odd that visitors were few; scarcely peculiar that Leslie Stephen, the pioneering mountaineer, biographer, and father of the novelist Virginia Woolf and painter Vanessa Bell, could write: ‘Before the turning-point of the eighteenth century, a civilized being might, if he pleased, regard the Alps with unmitigated horror.’
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Yet within a generation that view began to change, partly because of increasing intimacy with the mountains, partly as a consequence of the Enlightenment. 


The work of the great thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries created an intellectual climate that swept away some of the credulity surrounding man’s relationship with both the natural and the supernatural world, and introduced revolutionary ideas about God, reason and nature that encouraged men to regard the world around them with fresh and critical eyes. In this turmoil of thought on the state, the monarchy, social inequalities, religion itself, there emerged two ideas particularly germane to the Alps. In contrast to the spurious sophistication and artificiality of urban society, the notion of the ‘noble savage’ began to celebrate the virtues of the simple life in close association with nature. At the same time came a revival of the biblical notion of nature as a manifestation of God’s work. Though initially of limited circulation, by the second quarter of the eighteenth century these ideas had begun to take hold in popular form in the poetry of those such as the Swiss natural scientist Albrecht von Haller and the Englishman Thomas Gray.


Haller was a distinguished anatomist and physician. A native of Bern, he had the most impressive of the alpine chains, the Bernese Oberland, on his doorstep. He took the then unusual step of going to see the mountains for himself, mainly for the purposes of investigating their geology and botany. From a series of expeditions came a cycle of poems, published in 1729 as Die Alpen. These were a celebration less of natural beauty than of the purity of the peasant life:




Blessed is he who with self-raised oxen can plough the soil of his own fields; who is clothed in pure wool, adorned with wreaths of leaves, and enjoys unseasoned meal made of sweet milk; who can sleep carefree on soft grass, refreshed by Zephyr’s breeze and cool waterfalls; who has never been awoken on high seas by rough waves, nor by the sound of trumpets at troubled times; who is satisfied with his lot and never wants to improve it! Luck is much too poor to improve his well-being.





Today such sentiments may seem idealistic, the underlying attitude over-simple. Yet they struck a chord with the public: eleven editions of the book were printed in Haller’s own lifetime, and the work was translated into all the major European languages.


Gray, born in 1716, had rather further to travel to find the source of his own inspiration. The poet was one of the increasing numbers of Englishmen who encountered the Alps as part of a ‘grand tour’. Undertaken as the culmination of a wealthy Englishman’s education, these journeys became popular in early Georgian times for the purpose of providing an introduction to foreign languages and an appreciation of Continental – principally classical – art and culture. Typically the ‘grand tourists’ took their own carriage and retinue, pursuing a westerly route through France and across the Alps to Italy before returning via Germany and the Low Countries. In 1739 Gray, not himself prosperous, set out on just such a tour with Horace Walpole, the climax of which proved to be a visit to the valley of the Grande Chartreuse. Here, just north of Grenoble in the Dauphiné, the Carthusian St Bruno had in the eleventh century established a remote monastery. Gray thought the scene breathtaking:




It was six miles to the top; the road runs winding up it, commonly not six feet broad; on one hand is the rock, with woods of pine trees hanging overhead; on the other, a monstrous precipice, almost perpendicular, at the bottom of which rolls a torrent, that sometimes funnelling among the fragments of stone that have fallen from on high, and sometimes precipitating itself down vast descents with a noise like thunder, which is made still greater by the echo from the mountains on either side, concurs to form one of the most solemn, the most romantic, and the most astonishing scenes I ever beheld.





For Gray there was nothing mis-shapen, nothing hideous, nothing horrific about the Alps. There was rather majesty, grandeur and a profound spiritual excitement. The mountain scenery represented God’s work in its most dramatic and poignant form: ‘Not a precipice, not a torrent, not a cliff, but is pregnant with religion and piety.’ 
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Writers like Gray and Von Haller opened the chapter of a book that was – at least for the English – to be firmly closed by the Seven Years’ War. Yet when the war concluded in 1763, the English returned to the Continent in such unprecedented numbers that a contemporary wrote, ‘Where one Englishman travelled in the reign of the first two Georges, ten now go on a grand tour. Indeed at such a pitch is the spirit of travelling that there is scarce a citizen of large fortune but takes a flying view of France, Italy and Germany.’


Gray may have pointed the way for such people but the main stimulus came from two much more significant developments, the agricultural and the industrial revolutions. The former, through the enclosure system and the rotation of crops, greatly increased the country’s food production and in turn its population; the latter led to greatly improved means of transport that enabled people to travel for the first time with comparative ease. These developments also created a new class who, in the tradition of the nouveaux riches, were keen to display their wealth. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century Continental travel became one of the most fashionable ways of doing so, and gave rise to the belief that the English were the first tourists. In Europe as a whole, the English had a virtual monopoly on tourism, and it was said that their requirements largely set the style for the most hospitable coaching inns. Of Switzerland herself, Johann Wäber, a Swiss artist who accompanied James Cook on his last voyage, recorded that, in a typical inn, fourteen out of every twenty guests would be English.


Given the means, a further incentive to travel was provided by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the naturalist Horace de Saussure. Rousseau is familiar to us as a social critic at the centre of the Enlightenment. His masterpiece, Du Contrat Social, would become the bible of the French Revolution, his slogan ‘Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité’ its rallying cry. It was his novel, however, La Nouvelle  Héloïse, published in 1760, that was chiefly responsible for focusing changing perspectives on the Alps. Rousseau’s thesis was that evil stems less from something intrinsic in man than from human structures and society. As he remarked elsewhere, ‘Men are not made to be crowded together in ant-hills … the more they congregate the more they corrupt one another.’ In the novel this idea is conveyed in the form of a love affair. His simple peasant heroine Julie, in her alpine surroundings on the shores of Lake Geneva, is the embodiment of natural beauty and goodness. His hero Saint-Preux, separated from Julie, finds consolation in the beauty of the mountains. The tale struck a powerful chord among Rousseau’s readers, not least the English. Indeed, his enduring impact was such that Leslie Stephen would declare, If Rousseau were tried for the crime of setting up mountains as objects of human worship, he would be convicted by an impartial jury.’
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Despite the novel, Rousseau’s knowledge of the mountains and its peoples was limited. Perhaps like his successor as a prophet of mountain beauty, John Ruskin, he thought the Alps were ‘better seen from below’. Some of Rousseau’s more adventurous contemporaries, though, were beginning to think that there might really be positive virtues in climbing. Hitherto the mythology of mountains had discouraged such adventures, despite several famous ascents in the Middle Ages. In practical terms a society in which the vast majority lived at little more than subsistence level had little appetite for such esoteric pursuits. Moreover, it was understood that the atmosphere thinned with altitude, and it was thought hard if not impossible for men to survive on high mountain peaks. The new thinking, however, in stimulating the quest for scientific knowledge, had done much to diminish the force of this mythology. It also explains the career of a figure far less familiar than Rousseau, Horace-Bénédict de Saussure.


De Saussure was born in 1740 to a Huguenot family of wealth and distinction, exiled in Geneva. A prodigy, he was appointed Professor of Natural Philosophy at the Geneva Academy at the age of twenty-one, and he was to devote his life to the scientific study of the Alps. Very little was then known of their flora, fauna, geological structure, physical history, meteorology or glaciology. The young naturalist fell under the spell of what was thought to be the highest peak in the Old World, the 15,782-foot Mont Blanc – popularly known as ‘the Monarch’. This massif, in what was then the Duchy of Savoy, was within relatively easy reach of Geneva. Some English contemporaries of Gray, William Windham, a rich young man completing his education in Geneva, and the oriental traveller Richard Pococke, established it as a subject of scientific interest. Together they had investigated the glacier – the Mer de Glace – at the mountain’s foot above the little village of Chamonix on 19 June 1741. De Saussure followed the trail of this party in 1760. So enthusiastic was he at what he saw that he offered a substantial reward to the man who should first reach the summit.


The people of Chamonix were doubtful about the idea. Like most alpine peasants they climbed only so far as they needed for their various purposes of herding beasts, pursuing chamois, hunting mountain crystal, or smuggling. Moreover, their sporadic attempts on the mountain over the years that followed were discouraging, the adventurers suffering everything from altitude sickness to frostbite and snow blindness. Eventually, though, two men seized the chance. Jacques Balmat and Dr Michel-Gabriel Paccard were both local men who shared a fascination with the mountain. Their independent attempts having failed, in the summer of 1786 they agreed to try together. In the early part of the season the weather was poor, only lifting as August approached. Having provisioned themselves with food, brandy and a barometer, on 7 August the pair set out. They climbed at first with relative ease up to the rock buttress of Montagne de la Côte. Here they slept until dawn. They then passed with some difficulty over the icy chaos of the glacier split by the ridge of La Côte, and surmounted the Grands Mulets, the conical rocks at the head of the Glacier des Bossons. Then, after almost twelve exhausting hours of climbing, battling against winds which threatened to pluck them from the mountain face, they gained the Grand Plateau, the highest of the three huge steps between the Grands Mulets and the Rochers Rouges. This put them within three thousand feet of the summit. Husbanding their strength, the two then trudged up the increasingly steep slope, each taking turns to cut steps in front of them with a sharpened alpenstock. By 5.00 p.m. they had surmounted a precipitous ledge of snow and were within reach of the summit. At last, at half-past six on 8 August 1786, the pair together reached the highest place in their world. ‘The Monarch’, in Balmat’s words, ‘lay at the proud foot of a conqueror.’


The following summer de Saussure himself and a party of eighteen repeated their success, equipped with what amounted to a mobile laboratory. He found the experience a revelation. ‘What I really saw as never before, was the skeleton of all those great peaks whose connection and real structure I had so often wanted to comprehend. I hardly believed my eyes. It was as though I was dreaming when I saw below me the Midi, the Argentière, and the Géant, peaks whose very bases I had found it difficult and dangerous to reach.’ The climbing of mountains as a legitimate scientific pursuit was established, and when de Saussure’s account of his various expeditions was published in 1779 as Voyages dans les Alpes, a second pioneering alpine tract appeared to complement Rousseau’s.


The Alps were no longer simply an overawing phenomenon. At least for ‘citizens of large fortune’ they were beginning to be objects of curiosity in their own right. Edward Gibbon, then living in Lausanne, was less enthusiastic. ‘I shall add, as a misfortune rather than a merit, that the situation and beauty of the Pays de Vaud, the long habit of the English … and the fashion of viewing mountains and glaciers have opened us up on all sides to the incursions of foreigners.’
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If the English by force of numbers had played a significant role in alpine development, they had done less by force of argument. This began to change in the summer of 1790 with a tour of the Alps made by a young poet inspired by his upbringing amongst the Cumbrian lakes and mountains.


William Wordsworth’s first visit to the Alps comprised an ambitious journey of three thousand miles, two thousand of them on foot. Although the habit of walking for pleasure in the mountains was by this time established amongst the Swiss, they were the exception to the rule; pedestrian travel was the mode of the poor. ‘We were early risers in 1790‚’ recalled Wordsworth’s companion Robert Jones, ‘and generally walked twelve or fifteen miles before breakfast, and after feasting on the morning landscape afterwards feasted on our déjeuner whatever the house might afford.’ They followed the course of the Rhône, visited the ‘wondrous vale of Chamouni’, and eventually crossed the Simplon pass into Italy. The highlight of their tour proved to be the Grande Chartreuse that had so inspired Gray fifty years previously. Wordsworth’s sister Dorothy wrote, ‘I do not think that any one spot made so great an impression on his mind … in his young days he used to talk of it so much to me.’


The result of the trip, a long poem entitled ‘Descriptive Sketches Taken During a Pedestrian Tour Among the Alps’, indicated a changing mood towards nature in general and the Alps in particular. Whereas Bishop Berkeley had found the alpine scenery miserable, Wordsworth saw it as profoundly therapeutic. He remarked on the way in which a walking tour enabled the pedestrian to experience the country – ‘lonely farms and secret villages’ – and its people at first hand. Like Von Haller and Rousseau, he saw particular virtue in the peasants’ primitive state. Above all he celebrated what he saw as the communion with nature to be experienced by the traveller, in words which were certain to inspire the more literate and leisured with a desire to visit the Alps.






He holds with God himself communion high


There where the peal of swelling torrents fills


The sky-roofed temple of eternal hills;


Or, when upon the mountain’s silent brow


Reclined, he sees, above him and below,


Bright stars of ice and azure fields of snow. 








Any enthusiasm for alpine travel that the publication of the ‘Sketches’ themselves might have generated was, however, dispelled by the outbreak of the French Revolution, and the subsequent declaration of war by France on Great Britain in 1793. When, in 1798, Napoleon seized the greater part of what is now modern Switzerland, creating the ‘Helvetic Republic’, the country became a symbol of freedom suppressed. In ‘Thoughts of a Briton on the subjugation of Switzerland’ Wordsworth associated the yearning for liberty of the alpine peoples with that of the English:






Two Voices are there; one is of the sea,


One of the mountains; each a mighty Voice:


In both from age to age thou did’st rejoice,


They were thy chosen music, Liberty!








At last, in 1815, Waterloo saw the defeat of Napoleon and the brokered peace of the Congress of Vienna. An agreement of particular significance for alpine development was the guarantee by the great powers, Great Britain, France, Prussia, Austria and Russia, of the future neutrality of Switzerland. With the Alps once again easily accessible the floodgates opened. Soon, Wordsworth himself joined the stream of travellers heading for the Continent. His prose journal of this tour, Memorials of a Tour of the Continent, published in 1822, was to confirm him as one of the leading European interpreters of the Alps. By the time of his death he could take much of the credit for transforming English attitudes to nature, and by extension to the Alps.
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Like Wordsworth, two other Romantic writers took advantage of the end of the Napoleonic wars to explore the Alps, and by their example they would do more than anyone to popularize the mountains. They were George Gordon Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. 


Both a development of, and a reaction to, the ideas of the Enlightenment, Romanticism shared the same enthusiasm for nature and a disposition to see the natural world as a manifestation of the divine. More importantly, however, the movement rejected its predecessors’ taste for perfection, order and proportion, finding beauty in altogether more rugged natural forms. At the same time, drawing inspiration from the new-found centrality of the individual in creation, it stressed those qualities of imagination and self-expression that the age of ‘reason’ had tended to suppress. The result was a climate of aesthetic opinion that was likely to find the Alps not simply sympathetic, but the very best expression of its new ideas of beauty. It was one which would revel in the charismatic personalities of Shelley and Byron.


Shelley’s reputation was in the ascendant when he accompanied his mistress, Mary Godwin, and her half sister Claire Clairmont, to Geneva in the summer of 1816. The trio settled there for the season. Byron, who had taken the Villa Diodati at Cologny on the southern side of the lake, resumed the affair he was conducting with Claire. The two poets, however, had not previously met. Taking to one another, they spent a week sailing around the shores of Lake Geneva and making a literary pilgrimage to the sites of La Nouvelle Héloïse which their writings would make famous. The following year saw the publication of Shelley’s The History of a Six Weeks’ Tour, which culminated in the poet’s lyric, ‘Mont Blanc’.


Although Shelley shared Wordsworth’s love of the Alps, his feelings for the great mountains were very different. Enthusiastic as he was about nature, the sceptic in Shelley was less inclined to portray the alpine scene as a manifestation of the hand of God. Nor did he romanticize the alpine peasant. Yet his response to the Alps was as direct, immediate and vividly conveyed as that of any of his contemporaries, and expresses both the philosophy of Romanticism and the wonder of such scenes to an English eye familiar with a more subdued countryside. It is Shelley’s letters rather than his poetry that best bring out this quality, particularly his first sight of the Alps:




From Servoz three leagues remain to Chamouni – Mont Blanc was before us – the Alps, with their innumerable glaciers on high all around, closing in the complicated windings of the single vale – forests inexpressibly beautiful, but majestic in their beauty – intermingled beech and pine, and oak, overshadowed our road, or receded, whilst lawns of such verdure as I have never seen before, occupied these openings, and gradually became darker in their recesses. Mont Blanc was before us, but it was covered with cloud; its base, furrowed with dreadful gaps, was seen above. Pinnacles of snow intolerably bright, part of the chain connected with Mont Blanc, shone through the clouds at intervals on high. I never knew – I never imagined – what mountains were before. The immensity of these aerial summits excited, when they suddenly burst upon sight, a sentiment of ecstatic wonder, not unallied to madness.





At the time of their meeting, the publication of the first two cantos of Byron’s poetic travelogue Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage had already earned him a European reputation. The alpine travels of that summer then led to the publication of the third canto of the poem. This epic, the verse drama Manfred, the poem The Prisoner of Chillon and his contemporary journals established Byron as the most famous poet of the Alps. His work was more strictly topographical than Wordsworth’s or Shelley’s, dramatizing and giving meaning to places readers themselves might visit, often in vivid and sensuous terms. It provided a commentary on Rousseau as the alpine prophet, and on the setting of what was by then the widely read Nouvelle Héloïse. Above all – particularly in Childe Harold – Byron used the travelogue as a means of portraying a complex and contradictory character, sustained by the varying qualities of nature:






Where rose the mountains, there to him were friends;


Where roll’d the ocean, thereon was his home;


Where a blue sky, and glowing clime, extends,


He had the passion and the power to roam;


The desert, forest, cavern, breaker’s foam,


Were unto him companionship; they spake 


A mutual language, clearer than the tome


Of his land’s tongue, which he would oft forsake


For Nature’s pages glass’d by sunbeams on the lake.








Together with Wordsworth, the two younger Romantic poets completed the transformation of the Alps’ reputation. In part, this was a consequence of the quality of their writing, which painted the Alps in newly glamorous colours and caused the scenes they depicted to be associated forever with the poets in the minds of English travellers. And the poets’ personalities were a prime source of this appeal. The Romantic movement set a premium on self-expression, and it was what Byron and Shelley said and did – together with the manner and prematurity of their deaths – that set them apart from their forerunners, Gray and Wordsworth, and from their great Continental counterparts Goethe, Schiller and Alexandre Dumas, who had all celebrated the Alps in their writings. They were public figures in the modern sense of the term, their foibles and liaisons discussed in the same way as those of such personalities today. English visitors in Geneva – agreeably scandalized – observed the poets’ activities through telescopes.
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By the 1830s, the Alps – or rather, the way in which they were viewed – had changed radically. In Gray’s youth a century before, a ‘civilized being’ might well regard them with unmitigated horror. Now, as Leslie Stephen put it, ‘even a solid archdeacon, with a firm belief in the British constitution, and Church and State, was compelled to admire, under penalty of general reprobation’.


This change was the work not only of poets, but of several practical developments. A regular cross-Channel steamer service had been introduced in 1820, and similar vessels – often of English design, engine and crew – appeared on the larger alpine lakes. Under Napoleon, the roads in France, Switzerland and Italy, and particularly through the Alps themselves, had greatly improved, and with the increase in traffic many of the alpine inns had been smartened up. More importantly, the Alps were no longer seen simply as a barrier to northern peoples in their quest for the pleasures and riches of the south. According to Rousseau they were of moral effect; according to de Saussure, worthy of scientific interest; according to Wordsworth, spiritual presences; according to Byron and Shelley, sources of inspiration and enlightenment.


It was now a mark of taste, respectability and wealth to go and pay homage to their splendours. The summers of the 1830s saw visits from Alexandre Dumas, Michael Faraday, Franz Liszt, Henry Longfellow, Charles Sainte-Beuve, even the young Florence Nightingale. like other visitors, they probably clasped Murray’s Handbook on their travels, for the guidebook’s success was itself indicative of the growing popularity of the region. By the time of the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837, the Alps had become fashionable enough for her future husband Prince Albert to be sent on an alpine tour. Indeed, it was as a token of his affection that the young German presented Victoria with an album of views from the tour, bringing her from Geneva a scrap of Voltaire’s handwriting and, from the slopes of Switzerland’s celebrated Mount Rigi high above Lucerne, a pressed alpenrose. In 1840, the year of the royal marriage, Dr Arnold of Rugby remarked with only a degree of exaggeration that ‘Switzerland is to England, what Cumberland and Westmorland are to Lancashire and Yorkshire, the general summer touring place.’


The Alps had been transformed, and the great love affair of the English with the mountains had begun.



















Chapter One


Into the Unknown







‘I was urged toward Mont Pelvoux by those mysterious impulses which cause men to peer into the unknown.’


Edward Whymper, Scrambles Amongst the Alps (1871)





If the fashion of the Alps had been established by the time Queen Victoria came to the throne, the number of visitors nonetheless remained small by modern standards. In the years up to the great European revolutions of 1848 this began to change, more and more of the English being inspired to visit the alpine paradise. Although much of this may again be credited to poets and painters, artists and the arts, as inspirers and begetters they were now joined by the mountaineers. In their adventures approaching and above the snow-line, these were men who – in their own words – were stepping into the unknown.


Horace de Saussure had established the principle of scaling the great peaks when in 1787, with his eighteen-man party, he had followed in the tracks of Balmat and Paccard and ascended Mont Blanc, the Alps’ highest mountain. Yet his monument, Voyages dans les Alpes‚ had the disadvantage for the English of being written in French. Moreover, pioneer as he was, others were slow to follow. Even though Chamonix by the late 1830s was established as a fashionable resort, theth ascent of the mountain itself was attempted by few. To the south-west, the Dauphiné, to become one of the great alpine mountaineering centres, remained virtually undiscovered. Zermatt and the peaks that towered above the adjoining valleys had begun to attract visitors, but they did little more than stare at the forbidding Matterhorn. Further north, in the Bernese Oberland, the 13,642-foot Jungfrau had been conquered by the Meyer brothers of Aarau in 1812, but the adjoining Eiger and Mönch still repelled all advances. Untested, too, was the 13,284-foot Piz Bernina, the highest of the great Bernina group in Canton Grisons. This was the only peak east of the St Gotthard pass above what was regarded as the ledger mark of four thousand metres, equivalent to 13,120 feet. The mountains in the Tyrol were scarcely better known. Only the highest – the 12,812-foot Order and the 12,461-foot Gross Glockner – had been climbed. South across the Brenner pass, the Dolomites were virtually untouched.


This was hardly surprising, for those who ventured into the high Alps were still embracing an experience almost as remote and alien as space today. Murray’s Handbook identified five principal threats – the yielding of snow bridges covering crevasses, or of snow cornices overhanging precipices; the risk of slipping on slopes of ice, rock or even steep turf; the fall of ice or rocks from above; the slipping beneath the feet of a steep snowfield, which might bury the traveller; the sudden approach of bad weather. To these dangers were to be added the risk of mountain sickness and frostbite, both of which could prove fatal. There were moreover no reliable maps; weather forecasts were non-existent; the sophistication of climbing equipment extended to nailed boots, wooden ladders, hemp ropes, Norfolk jackets and unwieldy alpenstocks. Mountain shelters were primitive, mountain rescue teams virtually unknown. It needed curiosity and courage of a very high order to climb.


The English having been the most numerous amongst the early tourists in the Alps, it was to be expected that they would be prominent amongst the first mountaineers. Colonel Mark Beaufroy of the Coldstream Guards was to climb Mont Blanc in 1787, within a week of de Saussure’s ascent, becoming the first Englishman to conquer a high peak. But thereafter the French revolution and the Napoleonic wars called a halt to mountaineering enterprise, both English and Continental. A few of the major peaks were conquered by climbers local to them, but little concerted effort was made to tackle them until, in 1839, there came to the Alps the father of English mountaineering, James David Forbes.
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Forbes was born in 1809 to the seventh baronet of Pitsligo, and Williamina Beeches, an early love of Sir Walter Scott. Of delicate constitution, as an adult thin and pale, he was taught elocution by Mrs Siddons, and at sixteen was sent to Edinburgh University to study law. Soon, though, he discovered that his real talent was for the sciences. By 1832, at the age of twenty-three, he had been elected to the Royal Society, and a year later was appointed to the chair of natural philosophy at Edinburgh. One of the great scientific questions of the day was the nature of glaciers, what caused them to form, how and why they moved. It was this that took the young professor to the Alps. He had first visited Chamonix and the Mer de Glace in 1826. He returned in 1833, the year he took his chair, and in 1837 he was in the Tyrol.


In 1839 and 1841 came two far more ambitious journeys often described as writing the first paragraph of the story of British mountaineering. The first was a complete tour around the 12,602-foot Monte Viso, the highest peak in the Queyras region where France encroaches into Italy. This involved the crossing of a series of high and difficult passes, including the 9,679-foot Col de la Traversette, the 8,704-foot Col de Viso, and the 9,269-foot Col de Vallante. The second trip was an exploration of the Veneon valley in the Dauphiné. Forbes had visited the valley briefly in 1839. Now, setting out from Grenoble, he went via the 7,169-foot Sept Laux to the village of Bourg d’Oisans, then through the Veneon itself to La Bérarde. Then he undertook the first passage of the 10,289-foot Col du Says, and the first by a foreign traveller of the 10,06 3-foot Col du Sella. With both journeys involving lengthy periods of travel above the 8,000-foot snow-line, these were amongst the earliest sustained trips at such altitudes. 


Following the second of these trips, on 9 August 1841, Forbes encountered Louis Agassiz, a young naturalist from Neuchâtel in north-western Switzerland. So interested was Agassiz in his subject that he had spent two summers in the Bernese Oberland camped in the most primitive conditions beside the Unteraar glacier. At first little more than a cave with a rug over the entrance, his observation post was ironically dubbed the ‘Hôtel des Neuchâtelois’, a sordid den in fine weather, a hell-hole in a storm. Here the professor came visiting, the pair happily speculating for hours on end on the curiosities of the formation, structure and movement of glaciers. However, when Forbes’s considered views on glaciers were published in 1843, establishing him – in the words of a biographer – as ‘the Copernicus or Kepler of this science’, Agassiz began to believe that Forbes had acquired rather more information than he had imparted. As the twentieth-century alpinist Arnold Lunn was later to put it, this ‘forged the first link in a daisy chain of alpine quarrels, for [Professor] Tyndall quarrelled with Forbes, after which the torch of strife passed from the scientific mountaineers to the unscientific, Tyndall quarrelling with Whymper, Whymper with Coolidge, and Coolidge, the Lord of the Battles, with almost every contemporary mountaineer who put pen to paper, and many who did not’. Lunn, born in 1888, father of English skiing, Christian controversialist, prolific writer, knighted for his services to Anglo-Swiss relations, will have much else to say in this story.


Forbes, though, was both scientist and mountaineer. Following his stay at the Unteraar hotel, in the company of Agassiz on 28 August he embarked on his first major climb, tackling the 13,642-foot Jungfrau – one of the three heroic peaks that dominate the Bernese Oberland. The spectacle of this great trio, and their attendant glaciers, had drawn visitors to the village of Grindelwald since the time of Haller. Masquerading under the names of the maiden, monk (Mönch) and ogre (Eiger), together they form one of the most arresting spectacles in the alpine chain. With the adjoining peaks, they comprise a wall of some nine miles thrown across the Lauterbrunnen valley, rising to close to 13,000 feet. Two great glaciers, the Unteraar and the Oberaar, cascade down from the fortress, and the Eiger’s bitter grey north face rises abruptly from the saddle of the Kleine Scheidegg to contrast sharply with the pristine white of the maiden and the monk.


According to Murray, Grindelwald itself then consisted of picturesque wooden cottages and a couple of inns, the Eagle and the Bear. Its inhabitants occupied themselves with the rearing of cattle, a few of the peasants doubling as guides. The womenfolk picked up a little money singing at the inns, and the village children were mostly beggars, ‘occupations arising from the influx of strangers into the valley, which has exercised an injurious influence on its morals and ancient simplicity of manners’.


Here, high on the slopes of the Jungfrau, Forbes’s party was suddenly engulfed by cloud so dense that they could see only a few yards around them. Even the stoic Forbes felt that their position, ‘hanging … on a slope of unbroken slippery ice, steep as a cathedral roof, or those high pitched Dutch houses … with precipices at the bottom of the slope, of an unknown and dizzy depth’, was ‘rather frightful’; and the cold was such that he could feel his toes freezing, ‘and had some trouble to restore animation by shaking and striking them’ – dangerous on such a slope. After two hours scrambling up the incline they were within a few feet of what appeared to be the summit itself, but it proved to be false. The real peak, a stone’s throw further, was a few feet higher. Joining the twin summits was a ridge of snow some thirty feet long, ‘resembling an excessively steep house roof’. To reach their goal, it was necessary for Forbes’s guides to make on one slope of the ridge ‘a series of footsteps with the toes inwards’. By means of these the party, one by one, ‘advanced sideways, securing ourselves by the alpenstock planted on the opposite slope, until we reached the apex’. This method, the professor conceded, was ‘awkward’, but there was ‘no real danger, the footing being good’.


Forbes’s ascent of the peak was the first made by a foreign climber, and only the fourth in all. The following year, 1842, he would break new ground by opening up the so-called high level route – the magnificent track that threads its way through some of the Alps’ highest peaks between Chamonix and Zermatt – and then conquer the 11,594-foot Zermatt Stockhorn. He thus became the first British mountaineer to make the first ascent of a major alpine peak. 


The fruit of these adventures was his book, Travels Through the Alps of Savoy and other parts of the Pennine Chain, with observations on the Phenomena of Glaciers. Published in 1843, this gathered together the experience of his travels above the snow-line. Hitherto, travellers had been voyaging into the unknown. Now they had to hand the first book in the English language to detail the realities and practicalities of high alpine travel. In the words of the Victorian alpine scholar W.A.B. Coolidge: ‘The list of Forbes’s climbs is really superb for the time, and entitles him to be considered as the earliest English mountaineer, who regularly undertook high ascents for a series of years … Forbes had discovered by quiet observation how one could travel among the peaks in relative safety.’
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As its title suggests, Forbes’s book was an amalgam of travelogue and scientific textbook. It nevertheless attracted attention outside the tiny coterie of English mountaineers, and served as a stimulus to general alpine tourism in the mid-1840s, more especially when the book was reissued without its scientific sections. Yet the numbers visiting the Alps were still small, and it would require a more spectacular form of publicity for the attraction to catch fire. In short, a prophet was required – if possible, two. This was not a role the professor envisaged for himself. Nor does it seem likely that he recognized the sage-to-be in the tall, slightly stooping, sandy-haired young man of twenty-five whom he met in 1844 at the Simplon pass. John Ruskin, though, was to prove such a man.


It was the habit of Ruskin’s prosperous parents to undertake annual excursions with their only child; these normally entailed visits to the romantic scenery then popular, particularly Wales, the Scottish Highlands and the English Lakes. Not until Ruskin was sixteen did the family first visit the Alps, a carriage tour of some six months taking them to France, Switzerland and Italy. Duly primed with de Saussure, Wordsworth and Byron, Ruskin came to the mountains with great expectations. These were amply fulfilled, for he found ‘the Alps and their people were alike beautiful in their snow and their humanity’. Indeed, an experience on the Col de la Faucille, the pass that provided travellers from Dijon with their first proper view of the Alps, was to set the pattern for the whole of his life. Here, in 1835, in the course of the second of what became virtually annual summer trips to the Alps, Ruskin wrote that ‘The Col de la Faucille, on that day, opened to me in distinct vision the Holy Land of my future work and true home in this world.’ By the time of his meeting with Professor Forbes he had launched himself on the world with the publication in 1843, by ‘A Graduate of Oxford’, of Modern Painters. Published in a series of volumes over sixteen years, this would forge his reputation. His obituarist, the alpinist Douglas Freshfield, wrote: ‘He saw and understood mountains, and taught our generation to understand them in a way no one – even of those who had been under their shadow – had ever understood them before … no writer has added so much to our appreciation of Alpine scenery.’


Ruskin’s own famous description of mountains as the ‘cathedrals of the earth’ would have to await the fourth volume of his masterpiece twelve years hence. In the second half of the 1840s it was less his own artistry that popularized the Alps than his championing of the work of a genius in quite another form, that of paint.
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For Ruskin’s contemporaries the principal means by which they obtained ideas of places they had not themselves visited was topographical painting, a medium second only in importance to writing in developing the vogue for the Alps. Despite the grandeur of the scenery described by the Romantic poets, it was some time before painters began to rise to the challenge of capturing their complex forms in paint. Certainly mountains as a subject in their own right had already been depicted by French, Swiss and Tyrolese topographical artists of the eighteenth century. A number of talented English water-colourists had also been at work in the Alps since the 1780s. Nevertheless, as late as 1824, Louis XVIII’s librarian commented:




It is certainly a very remarkable fact that in the presence of such grand scenes of nature, in a country which, at every step, offers a vegetation so rich and powerful, ground features so varied and striking, unheard of riches of water peaceful or foaming, rocks naked or forest-clad, in a word, all the forms of nature and, so to say, all the climates of the earth, side by side or intermingled, it is remarkable that the talent of artists has so rarely risen to the levels of such a model … This is what struck me at the last exhibition held in Berne … what I looked for in vain in this gallery of Swiss views was Switzerland.
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