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– Introduction –





Frank Smythe


Frank Smythe was one of the leading mountaineers of the interwar period, an outstanding climber who, in a short life – he died aged forty-nine – was at the centre of high-altitude mountaineering development in its early years.


The astounding thing about Smythe is that he gained such distinction in the mountains without excelling in any technical or athletic sense. He was considered to have rather a frail constitution and poor physique for the great demands of alpinism and particularly, Himalayan climbing. (Smythe was deemed unfit for strenuous sport at school and was invalided out of the RAF in 1927.) Despite these handicaps he still managed to become a first class alpinist, superbly proficient on ice and mixed ground, and competent on rock. He was cautious, patient and shrewd in his mountaineering judgement, yet astonishingly bold when the situation was right. He built up an exemplary mountaineering career that is notable not only for its string of important ascents but also for its episodes of sheer ability, on mountains in all areas, and in all seasons. He is the exemplar of wise mountaineering. Apart from one notable occasion, Smythe never climbed with guides having learned his alpinism from impecunious youth. In the 1920s many keen climbers still used guides and guideless climbing, particularly on the harder routes was considered foolhardy.


Smythe was, perhaps, the first professional climber in a modern sense. He did not seek to become a guide but he found that literature, journalism, broadcasting, photography and lecturing provided for his needs. In this he was a precursor for many – e.g. Diemberger, Bonington, Scott, Messner. Smythe’s astonishing output of twenty-seven books in twenty years matched his mountaineering energy. The books were very popular and probably influential in shaping emerging public perceptions about climbing during a period of frequent Alpine and Himalayan tragedies.


Although he loved the Alps it was as an expedition climber and as a high-altitude pioneer that Smythe was to find his true calling. On Kangchenjunga he was with a talented international group of climbers led by Professor Gunter Oskar Dyhrenfurth. After a catastrophe on what was to become the main route of ascent in later years, they went on make the first ascent of Jonsong Peak (24,344 feet) and reached several other high unclimbed summits.


A year later Smythe put his Kangchenjunga experiences to good use in the Garhwal, leading a happy team to success on Kamet (25,447 feet), the highest peak to be climbed at that time. The party then completed a comprehensive exploration of the ranges on the Gangotri/Alaknanda watershed.


Two years later came the first (and most successful) of his three Everest expeditions on which Smythe, to the agreement of all, excelled. Alone, when Shipton was forced to retreat, he reached the highpoint of Norton, Wager and Wyn Harris. He was going well, with time in hand, and was only defeated by tricky but not impossible snow conditions where a roped party might have progressed to the final slopes and, possibly, pressed on to the top. In physiological terms, it can be argued that this was the most notable performance on Everest until Reinhold Messner made his solo ascent nearly fifty years later.


Any suggestion that Smythe was merely a ‘big expedition man’ was firmly countered by his lightweight trip to the Garhwal in 1937 in which his ascents of Nilgiri Parbat and Mana Peak were outstanding. The first was made with two Sherpas, Wangdi and Nurbu, whom Smythe effectively trained as they made the ascent. On Mana Peak he was partnered by the not-fully-fit Peter Oliver, who tired, leaving Smythe to make an inspired solo ascent of the final 800 foot rock buttress to a summit of nearly 24,000 feet.


Smythe has the rare knack of taking you with him on his adventures. The rigours of climbing in the days of primitive equipment and clothing have an uncomfortable realism, although the author usually ends his accounts with a sigh of acceptance and a wry joke at his own expense. For years some hardened mountaineers have tended to dismiss him as a merely a well publicised ‘professional’, writing for an armchair audience. But Smythe made honest efforts to record the emotional and reflective moments of climbing, and maybe unconsciously, tried to counter the cynicism, materialism and ruthless ambition he saw in the emerging mountaineering culture of the 1930s. His restrained, indeed humble, descriptions forged a bond between him and his readers. Above all he loved mountains and his pen captured some of the most poignant and joyful moments in climbing.


We might look back and wonder what dreams and inspirations drove Smythe. We might also ponder whether in today’s pressurised and hectic climbing scene such dreams are not, in their simplicity, moving beyond our grasp.









– Introductory Note –





Geoffrey Winthrop Young*


Mountains … are a single large and natural field for a good kind of human activity; and their problems only vary superficially as the season or the weather alter their surface condition … By a mountaineer we mean, fundamentally, one who has the feeling for mountains, who has the undefined and unreasonable impulse to see mountains and to try conclusions with them at any season and in every fashion; and that he has the best understanding of mountaineering to whom any and every method of approach seems equally sympathetic, provided that the motive be a genuine desire to be among hills, and that the object remains the mountain and not a personal vanity of success in one or the other technical fashion of approach.


Happily there have been, in every climbing generation, mountaineers of this larger view. Among the younger generation of mountaineers no one has earned a better hearing than Mr Frank Smythe. Not in a startling season or two, but progressively and thoroughly he has mastered mountain climbing in all its branches. His magnificent ascents of the South Face of Mont Blanc – to mention only two among many – are the greatest climbs which have been made since the war. They are models of the correct adjustment of the measure of human strength and endurance to the calculable elements of time, chance, and detectable circumstance. He is also a winter climber, and an expert on ski. He has not only visited other less known ranges, he has shown himself equally enterprising, and original, in designing ascents upon our own much-climbed British cliffs. Further, he has devoted an equal enthusiasm to mastering the arts by which he might reproduce for us the beauty and adventure of the mountains with his camera and his pen. We know that he, if anyone, can give us the wider view, and not only of mountain climbing, but also of mountains as they are, and as they offer us delightful adventure. It is in this spirit that his book has been written, and that it should be read.










	

* Abridged from the original Foreword. Young’s failure to mention Graham Brown’s contribution to the Brenva ascents in this commentary may, inadvertently (?), have added fuel to the later dispute.[back]















– Chapter One –


A Child’s Hills


The first hills I saw were the East Downs, the ‘Backbone of Kent’ we used to call them. Long and high and blue they were, and on them dwelt fairies, gnomes, and goblins.


Sometimes we picnicked. That was a rare joy. From Maidstone we would set out in a ‘growler’ laden with all the paraphernalia ladies take with them on these occasions and trot leisurely through the quiet lanes. And at last there came a long hill so steep that we had to get out and walk, which exercise always had a powerful effect on the old coachman, for we would learn on the top of the hill that he was ‘very dry’.


Fortunately, the fairies had placed by the roadside a neat little ivy-clad house with a weather-beaten sign and old gnarled benches outside, and a stout jolly-faced man inside. There we could leave the old coachman with strict injunctions to the jolly-faced man as to his welfare and, carrying the paraphernalia, walk along the downs.


As soon as the picnic spot had been selected, I liked to steal away on my own to some vantage point far from the unsympathetic pryings of nurse and relatives, where I could see far across the fair ‘Garden of England’ with its meandering Medway and many an oast house in view – surely the hall-mark of Kent.


There was much to see and wonder at. The villages, hedgerows, woods and doll-like houses. Then the threads of roads leading away into the distance. I often wondered where they led, but anyway into the beyond, a land of mystery and glorious adventure. To the childish mind nothing is impossible so long as there is a suitable channel through which to steer the frail craft of imagination.


Thus, even so early, I began to feel the magic of the hill, the freedom of distance, the joy of being able to look down on a humdrum world and see that what seemed so big and important when one was there was very small when seen from the hill.


When I was eight years old I went to Switzerland.


It is curious how the memory of certain incidents, often trivial, survives the scour of time. In those days it was one of my dreams to travel by the ‘Continental Express’. How grand to be in a train on which were important red boards with white lettering announcing ‘Continental Express – London, Folkestone, Dover’. One felt infinitely superior to people in mere local trains.


I remember well the fields between Tonbridge and Ashford flying by, but nothing of the voyage over the Channel to France. But I recollect vividly a fidgety dreary wait in a great railway station where the hands of a sad-looking clock overhead moved in solemn jerks of maddening persistency.


Yet another scene occurs to me. It is that of a child leaning from a railway carriage window looking towards the dawn, while mother and nurse sleep and the ‘Foreign Man’ in the corner snores lustily. And as the child gazes there appears something that is not of the Earth as the child knows it, something wonderful, something nearer Heaven.


We were at Chateaux d’Oex in the autumn. One day in September or October we ascended a hill – the Mont Cray it is called – only a grassy hill, and an easy walk. But to me it was my first peak. From its summit I saw a vast procession of snow-capped peaks to the south; also there comes to mind a delicious drink of milk on a small flat alp where there was a grey wooden chalet, a cheery herd-boy, and a host of dappled brown cows, each with a bell.


Later there was snow – more than I had ever seen before – and happy days of luging. There was one boy with ski; I regarded him with awe, and begged to be allowed a pair, but it was not to be, and authority decreed the dangers of luging as sufficient. Once we were caught in a blizzard, and had to walk back along the road in its teeth. The driving snow stung my face like a whip, but even at that age I experienced a fierce unreasoning enjoyment in struggling against the blast.


In the spring we were at Glion. The fields were white with narcissus and the waters of Geneva the deepest blue, but the scene was too tame to an adventurously minded child; I chafed and begged for return to the high mountains.


Every afternoon there was a low thunder on the air. People said that it was avalanches from the Dent du Midi, the tall mountain at the end of the lake. Towards sundown the noise was loudest of all, like a lion growling for its prey, but then died away into the evening. I worried the visitors as to the Dent du Midi. ‘Was it possible to go up it? Could I ever do so?’ It looked impregnable.


One day we went over the Chateau de Chillon, a cold dreadful place full of ghosts and gloom. My mother had previously primed me with the story of its tragic inmate, and, even at that age, I could appreciate the feelings of the patriot as freed at last from the vile pillar he could look through the grated window over the lake towards his beloved mountains.


‘I saw them and they were the same,


They were not changed like me in frame.


I saw their thousand years of snow


On high. Their wide long lake below,


And the blue Rhone in fullest flow.’


In June we went to Wengen. There for the first time I saw the High Alps, the tremendous wall of the Oberland overhanging gloomy Lauterbrunnen.


Childish fancy wove many a fantasy around the ‘Maiden’, the ‘Monk’, and the ‘Ogre’. We sometimes walked up to the Wengern Alp and watched the ice avalanches crashing down from the ‘Maiden’ over the way. Once we ventured nearer to her, but she was shy, and hid herself in mist. But out of the mist came the roar of the falling masses, somehow harmonising with the tinkle of the cowbells from the pastures below.


I began to appreciate the scale of the Alps. It was difficult to realise that the white smear of an avalanche on the face of the ‘Black Monk’ could induce the thunder that boomed along the valley long after its appearance.


Once or twice I saw parties of climbers sunburnt and cheery. The heroes of ‘Grimm’ and ‘Andersen’ were as naught compared to these.


Later we left Wengen for Berne. I was terribly bored; even the bear-pit and the famous clock aroused no enthusiasm. I looked yearningly at the white range in the sky so far away and pleaded for return, but a little later we travelled back to England.


England seemed very flat and dull; the ‘Backbone of Kent’, once so mighty, had shrunk to a mere wrinkle; there was no snow peak to beckon one from bed in the morning. Winter came dismal and foggy, but brought with it Christmas and a cheap edition of Scrambles Amongst the Alps. This I dipped into, but only dipped. A year or so later I chanced on the book, then almost forgotten, and read with increased understanding. The book enthralled me, and became my most treasured possession.


On the day war broke out we travelled down to Tintagel, where we had taken a cottage. Our cottage was perched on the side of a wooded valley. Behind it was a pinewood where we would often sit. It was fragrant in the sunlight, but mysterious and sighing when the night winds came in from the Atlantic. Pines are naturally associated with hills. Seen in a town they are grim melancholy things, but I like to sit beneath them for their presence, their odour, and the sound of the wind in their branches whispers gladly of hills.


The valley beyond our cottage stretched upwards into a cup of bare heathery moors. It was strange how these moors could change.


When the sun shone they smiled and the cloud shadows raced each other along the rim of the cup, but often grey mists would descend, with rain trailing at their skirts. Then they became dark and sullen and streaked with angry torrents. On these occasions the stream below the cottage roared lustily under its burden and hastened towards the sea.


It was an ambition of mine to get to close quarters with the clouds that stalked the moor, but somehow I never did.


The high cliffs overlooking the sea were another fascination. I could spend hours looking down them to the swelling combers beneath and watching the screaming gulls’ intricate flight. It was these cliffs that prompted my first rock climb – a desperate affair known only to myself a crag facing King Arthur’s castle. The Providence that watches over a reckless schoolboy is generous, and I hauled myself over the top vowing that I would never do such a thing again. But when I came to think of it afterwards, I remembered only an inexplicable if fearful joy.









– Chapter Two –


Almscliff Crag


About midway between Harrogate and Otley, half a mile north of the main road connecting these two towns, a defiant outcrop of gritstone rises from the grassy slopes on the edge of the long brown moorlands that sweep north-westwards towards Simon’s Seat. From a distance it is strongly suggestive of a robbers’ castle, but the curious who approach it on a Sunday in winter are more likely to form a view that they have penetrated by accident into the grounds of a lunatic asylum.Why, they argue, after a simple walk to the flat summit of this eminence should man expend his energies and risk his neck by climbing up what is obviously the wrong side of the crags? And if they are ignorant they will peer down and shout, ‘Hey, lad! There’s an easy way oop round t’other side!’


This crag is Almscliff, the happy hunting ground of the Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club, and a training gymnasium for those who would learn something of the art and craft of rock-climbing. It was here that I learnt the finer points of rockclimbing, the gradual balance to balance, the insinuations and sinuosities of the art of back-and-knee struggles up chimneys, the curious and varied tricks for overcoming special problems when lungs gasp and finger-holds are scanty. There are easy climbs on Almscliff and difficult climbs, climbs exacting to the uttermost, and climbs bordering on the impossible, varying from a few feet high to fully fifty feet on the northernmost side of the crags. It is up this latter face that the Green Chimney runs, a route that the late C.D. Frankland alone could lead. I have watched him go up it with an ease, grace and finish that I have never seen before or since on rock in Great Britain or the Alps. It would be interesting to bring the guides of Chamonix or St Niklaus to the foot of this ‘problem’.


Almscliff is not a solid homogeneous mass. There are several subsidiary outcrops, and lying around the foot of the crags are many boulders, large and small. Here are all manner of problems. Greatest boulder of all, and one larger than a cottage, is the ‘Virgin Boulder’. It is difficult to climb by any route, and I have distinct recollections of an unpleasant receptive sort of rock spike over which I once dangled feebly on a rope. Then there is the ‘Matterhorn’ boulder, with its outside route, where one, and one only, diminutive ‘toe scrape’ prevents a rasping slither down the rough millstone grit, and the ‘Whisky’ climb, so named, I believe, by its conquerors after a particularly cold ascent on a winter’s day followed by warming libations afterwards. But undoubtedly the most classical ascent on Almscliff is known as the ‘Fat Man’s Agony’. De Quincey, had he seen it, would have found inspiration in the spectacle of respectable middle-aged gentlemen groaning and writhing within its determined limits on a Sunday afternoon.


Almscliff teaches the novice much. It accustoms him to the sensational – a forty feet drop can be just as unnerving as four hundred feet, and some people find it more so – and, above all, it teaches him what he can do with safety and what he cannot. In other words, it defines the limits of his strength, and no man is safe on rocks until he has gauged his capabilities in this respect. What Almscliff does not teach is rapid climbing up and down on easy or moderately difficult rocks, the use of the rope, and route finding.


I owe a debt of gratitude to Almscliff and to the other gritstone crags of the Pennines, and especially to Mr E.E. Roberts, a member of The Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club and the Alpine Club whose wise counsel and help served to place the feet of a reckless youngster into the path of true mountain virtue and righteousness.


It is true that much of the technique acquired on English and Welsh crags had to be unlearnt in the Alps, where the slow deliberate movements of the hometrained cragsman are of little avail, and where the watchword is ‘speed, speed, and yet more speed’. In the Alps there is no time save on the shorter and more difficult rock peaks such as the Chamonix Aiguilles, where the standard of difficulty equals that of Britain, to spend minutes hunting for suitable belays for the rope, or of moving one at a time with the slowness necessitated by the British crags. The capacity of the Anglo-Saxon for specialisation in sport has evolved a technique of its own on the home rocks, a technique which is fascinating and complete in itself.


Sound mountaineering experience of the utmost value is to be gained among the British hills, but it is not to be gained by a party confining itself to rubbershoe climbing on exceptionally severe courses, but rather by deliberately setting out to gain that peculiar knack of moving ‘as one man’ in ordinary nailed boots up and down passages of moderate difficulty, and regarding the rope not as the playmate of the devil, but as a trusty if eccentric friend, whose little foibles must be learnt and humoured.


Let it not be thought for a moment that I am in any way disparaging the severes of rock-climbing. I am only endeavouring to define their relationship to mountaineering. Personally I find no greater pleasure than in spending a pleasant sunny day on the bare facets of Gimmer Crag or the Pillar Rock, and I am merely tendering a truism to those who would go well equipped in mountain lore to the Alps.


I have mentioned Frankland. ‘What will Chamonix say!’ wailed old Peter Taugwalder after the Matterhorn disaster of 1865, when Michel Croz, the finest guide of his generation, and three others fell to their deaths.


‘He meant,’ wrote Edward Whymper, ‘who would believe that Croz could fall?’


So with Frankland who lost his life on the crags of Great Gable in July 1927. Almscliff can never be the same without him.









– Chapter Three –


The British Hills


The afternoon was showery as I stood on Loughrigg Terrace. Beyond Rydal Water a grey cloud whisked a blue haze of rain over Helvellyn; around, the sun glanced on the wet rocks or discovered jewels of water in the heather; a fresh breeze brought a sweet scent of damp earth and heather.


It was my first visit to Lakeland; for one weekend I had escaped toil amid the vapours of Bradford. I was armed with an ice axe, rope, nailed boots and rucksack. True, the ice axe was but a lady’s model with a weak shaft and pitiful little head, but it was my first and I was proud of it. It would have been less trouble to have carried the rope in the rucksack, but worn around the shoulder it at once elevated me to the dignity of a ‘climbing man’. Already I had been greeted with remarks such as: ‘Eh now! There goes one of they climbing lads’, and ‘Going to ’ang yerself, guv’nor?’ My only regret was my clothes. But a day or two’s climbing should bring them to the proper degree of raggedness.


Near the top of Loughrigg Terrace I fell in with a party of climbers who congratulated me on my first view of Lakeland, and gently chaffed me on my poor little ice axe. They generously insisted on my sharing their lunch, and afterwards accompanied me over the brow of the hill to Langdale.


The 1920 Easter climbing meet of the Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club was held at the Old Dungeon Ghyll Hotel in Langdale. To a psychologist a British hill climbers’ meet provides an interesting study, for many and varied professions and interests are united for a while in the common bond of the hills. Men normally conventional, revel for a time in the unconventional delights of odd meals and old clothes. The hall of the hotel is wreathed with ropes and redolent with oily boots and strong tobacco. During the day the silence of the heather slopes, the tarns, and the crag-girt hollows is broken with the sound of laughter, and in the evening the walls of the smoking-room resound to the roaring choruses of songs known and beloved by all.


I am not going to describe climbing details. This has been done so well and often before. Are they not all written in those admirable little red books of the Fell and Rock Climbing Club?


My first rock climb was the Little Gully on Pavey Ark – a mere novice’s climb, but to me supremely enjoyable. I remember only vignettes: a thin mist that clung to the crags of Pavey Ark or poured inquiringly into the hollows, a downward glimpse between the dark walls of the gully to the waters of Stickle Tarn, and far beyond a dim brood of distant hills.


One rock climb is very like another. Each is a different combination of contortions, yet each is a separate joy. Perhaps the real charm is in the varying emotions inspired by it. There is the emotion when you are not in form – an emotion pickled in fear; and there is the emotion when you are in form, with nerve and muscle uniting in a perfect harmony of rhythmic movement. Then there is the emotion of adverse circumstance, when numbed fingers cannot feel the holds, the rain lashes and the wind whips cruelly. But to my mind the best emotion of all is to halt and laze away a sunny hour on the warm heather of a wide ledge secluded high up on the face of the precipice. The true philosophy of hills lies neither in physical exertions or lazy contemplation, but in a combination of both, and the genuine lover of mountains finds in them both an outlet for his strength and a clear window to his soul.


The hours are charmed away on our homeland hills; soon the evening shadows steal over the moorlands, and the great crags facing the sea blush a little before sinking to rest.


There is seldom an element of the dramatic or spectacular in a British hill sunset. There is nothing resembling the wild glare that steeps the spires of the Dolomites, or the roseate hues of the alpine glow. There is no riot of fierce tropical colourings. But rather a gradual merging of the delicate blues and purples of the earth with the tender greens, saffrons, and oranges of the heavens, while always there is the suggestion of distant sea with its burnish of silver and gold. There is no striving for effect, no blatantcy in such a sunset, yet it possesses a beauty and dignity beyond the power of the pen or brush to interpret. In the High Alps you may stand on the threshold of a hut and say ‘wonderful’, ‘marvellous’ or ‘superb’, but on a fell-side you will gaze without a word, for no words can describe the loveliness and peacefulness of the day’s end.


There are days of rage, too, on the British hills, days when the salt gusts hurl themselves out of the west, gusts that strive to pluck the walker from his feet and spurn him from the ridges. He is blinded and confused by volleys of torrential rain. The mist tears past him, never-ending battalions of it, shredding through the rocks, rushing over the edge of the precipice, reeling into the depths, its ranks riven, attenuated, annihilated; reforming again, closing up, caring nothing for losses, like a robot army bent on some senseless errand of destruction.


And the wind: is there any sound to compare with its sudden thunderclap on the edge of the crag, or its long-drawn snarl of fury as it hunts like some mad pack of Baskavillian hounds around the cwms or corries?


Yet the mountaineer faces the elements gladly, revelling in their fierce caress. For is not the weather a part of our hills? Without its rain how could we feel the delicious yield of the turf and moss beneath our feet? When could we halt to bury our faces in the little streams that carve a channel through the peat? How could we fling ourselves down on a couch of springy heather, or slip our bodies into the cold waters of the tarn?


The Alps are not like the British hills. They strike many chords – inspiration, hope, fear, joy – but you cannot love them as you love the British hills. They are too vast, too austere, too far removed from the ken of common man. The British hills are different; they teach a brotherly love, a fatherly respect. You get to know their moods, and though their moods may be terrible at times they do not possess the relentless severity of the High Alps.


The British hills are capricious, sometimes astounding in their temper changes, yet they are great hearted; they will not seek to exact an unjust toll.


I see that I have been led into the old and timeworn theme of comparing the British hills with the Alps. There is no justifiable comparison. It is a waste of time to endeavour to laud one at the expense of the other. One cannot compare a dwarf to a giant save only in nobility or baseness of character. It is a common trick to compare British rock-climbing to Alpine rock-climbing. The respective difficulties of Kern Knots Crack and the Mummery Crack on the Grépon are discussed with as much seriousness as the morals and manners of the vicar at a ladies’ teafight. Yet to compare what is only an incident on a great rock climb with a complete ‘climb’ in itself is assuredly futile.


Much of my early scrambling and rambling, was perforce solitary, for I knew no one who craved for the hills as I did. Climbing alone is to be condemned from the point of view of risk and the trouble or anxiety it may cause others, but there is no question that walks and rough scrambles over the British hills in all weathers and seasons is the finest preliminary training for mountaineering a man can have. It breeds self-reliance, it cultivates observation and quickens the perception and appreciation of beauty. Never have I experienced a greater loneliness than when wandering alone on a misty day over the fells. One is cut off from one’s fellowmen in another world – a misty world full of strange imaginings like one of those vague half-formed nebula that hurtle through the infinite on some pre-destined path. Yet it is not the dreary loneliness of a man alone in civilisation, or the loneliness of desert or ocean, but a subtle loneliness, half-sad, half-wistful, kind and tolerant to those who seek it.


Youth is ever rash, but who shall censure it? If I was to shudder every time I thought of the occasions when I have quite unjustifiably risked my neck I should spend a considerable portion of my life shuddering. There was the day when I found myself at the foot of a gaunt backbone of rock. It looked good to climb; it was good. I learnt afterwards that it was the Eagle’s Nest Ridge. And there was the occasion when I tried to descend the East Peak of Lliwedd, but perhaps the most untoward incident occurred on the West Peak of that grand rock face. I had pulled myself up on to a broad ledge to find myself a yard from a sheep that had somehow strayed there. For perhaps a second the creature gazed at me idiotically with its glassy eyes, and then, suddenly, fear supervened. It leapt for a ledge, below and to my left. The leap was well judged, but how should the wretched beast know that instead of flat turf the ledge was formed of a sloping glacis of rock treacherously masked by heather? It happened in an instant, even while I clung to my holds. The sheep’s feet struck the ledge and glanced helplessly outwards from the smooth slab. With a convulsive wriggle the body slid gently off into space. Then followed a fall of perhaps fifteen feet to a smaller ledge, from which the poor brute bounded far out into space with a horrible soft sort of thud. Fascinatedly I watched it as it turned over and over in a ridiculous fashion before vanishing from sight, a mere white speck in the shadowy depths. Never before or since has anything I have seen on a mountain made a more profound impression. Gravity is the simplest, the most elemental, of Nature’s forces, and the end it exacts is simple too. I date a more scrupulous care and attention to detail from the moment when the sheep’s body was battered to pulp on those brutal crags of Lliwedd.


This book is non-technical; it is merely a record of days spent on the hills. Therefore, I will not try and raise the perennial argument – Are the British hills worthy of attention by the mountaineer? Some speak contemptuously of them, discussing their humble crags with scorn; others magnify their climbing merits beyond their true worth. To me they are something more than climbing problems, a holiday rambling ground or a training gymnasium for the Alps, they are quite definitely a part of that religion, that reasoned devotion to the hills without which I should not care to exist.









– Chapter Four –


An Ascent of the Tödi


No Swiss valley I have seen surpasses the Lintal of Canton Glarus in grandeur of scenery and boldness of mountain architecture, and it is difficult to translate to the dull medium of print the magnificence of its cliffs, the beauty of its torrents and waterfalls, the charm of its old world hamlets, and the tenderness of its green valley swards.


Linthal is but seldom visited by the tourist. The narrowness of the valley and the height of the mountains on either hand oppress the traveller with a sense of gloom and foreboding, a feeling of imprisonment and a desire to escape to more open places. Beyond the rock peaks that enclose the head of the valley rise high snow mountains, whose torn glaciers constrict savagely between precipitous walls, and finally empty their waters tumultuously through deep gorges.


Monarch of the district, the Tödi rises 11,890 feet above the sea. Curiously enough, in spite of the awe-inspiring approaches and the broods of dragons that were confidently supposed to have infested the neighbourhood in the Middle Ages, it was one of the first of the greater mountains to be climbed in the Alps, and its grand square-topped peak is for ever linked with the name of that enterprising priest, Father Placidus à Spescha. As early as 1824, when over seventy years old, he made two attempts on the mountain, and on the last attained a point within a thousand feet of the summit, whence he sent ahead his companions, two chamois hunters, to complete the ascent.


Like Father Placidus, I have a particular affection for the Tödi, for it was the first big mountain that I ever climbed. On this account I should be loth to visit it again lest, perchance, a more sophisticated worship should dim the memories of that early conquest. A later love of mountains is founded on sympathy and understanding, but that love, though strong and enduring to the end, can never attain to the rapturous passions of youth, when we looked upon the hills, not as comrades or foes, but as brides to be won by the swing of our unskilfully wielded ice axes. We may still climb mountains but never in the same fine spirit of pilgrimage as those early days.


My friend Mr G.N. Hewett and I had often gazed longingly from the gentle slopes of the hills around Baden and Zürich towards the High Alps. Perhaps of an evening we would stroll to some eminence, and peering over the blue veils of distance watch the sunset lights flame and die on the snows of Glarus and the Oberland like plucked rose petals scattered along the horizon’s verge, picked out by Night’s Dustman and consigned to the infinite. But it was a long time before we were able to escape the toils of civilisation and obey the call of the snows. However, on the afternoon of 31 May 1922 a very slow train from Zürich drew up with a last defiant jerk at Linthal railway station depositing sundry rucksacks and ice axes into the waistcoat of a stout Swiss gentleman sitting opposite us. We were too late to reach either the Grünhorn or Fridolin Huts by nightfall, but we determined to push on to the Sand Alp and sleep in one of the cattle huts that our map marked there.


The weather was perfect as we trudged happily up the valley with high hopes that this, our ‘first real climb’, was to be successful.


At this time of the year the streams were in full flow, and from every cliff a cataract dashed, or a dreamy ethereal veil of water hung like a fairy curtain in the sunlight.


Soon the path passes the last level meadow and writhes into the jaws of a gloomy gorge, where strive the angry waters of the Biferten Glacier, in savage contrast to their well-ordered progress through the lower pastures.


The sturdy mass of the Tödi steeped in the setting sun confronted us as we emerged from the gorge on to the Sand Alp. But there was little time to stop and admire if we were to find shelter for the night and we hurried on in the gathering gloom.


It was almost dark when a darker patch loomed ahead, and we hailed with joy a hay-hut. Thus early in the year we expected to find it unoccupied, and we were startled on entering to hear a rustle of straw in the loft above and a hoarse growl of interrogation.


We announced ourselves, and the owner of the voice presently appeared with a lantern and a friendly offer to make us as comfortable as possible for the night.


Half an hour later a good hot supper, cooked over a spirit stove, was inside two hungry youths, and we turned in to sleep in the clean fragrant hay.


With the coming of dawn we arose, ate a frugal breakfast, and stole out along the Sand Alp. We followed an excellent path for some distance, but an ingrained preference for short-cuts on my part led to a suggestion that caused us to forsake it, and finally landed us on some awkward rocks by the side of the Biferten Glacier in a rainstorm.


Finally, however, we reached the Fridolin Hut, where we found two cheery young Swiss, whose optimism chased away our pessimism even as the sun presently routed the vagrant rainstorm.


We spent a pleasant two hours sitting outside the hut while our sodden clothes dried, and later pushed uphill to the higher Grünhorn Hut, from which we hoped to ascend the Tödi on the morrow.


A number of other parties had appeared, all apparently bound for the same objective, and we laboured quickly uphill anxious to stake a claim in the little box-like hut, which was only built to hold twelve persons.


The hut is finely situated above the shattered Biferten Glacier, and we spent a pleasant afternoon basking in the sun and wandering among the séracs of the glacier.


The official complement of twelve had arrived by teatime, but as dusk was falling five more figures were seen coming up from the Fridolin Hut. As one man the inhabitants turned out and roared discouragement at the oncomers. Time and again a heartrending ‘Zu Viel’ was wafted down the slopes; but the advancing five were deaf to these suggestions, and somehow seventeen climbers managed to pack themselves into the miserable little hut for the night.


We had no guidebook, and hoped that the route was too simple to need one, but as we ate our supper we were regaled with stories of the horrors to be expected on the morrow. We were told, between large mouthfuls of salami, that the pièce de la résistance consisted of a certain all but hopeless precipice known as the Gelbwand, traversed by a ledge so narrow that it certainly seemed that the protrudance of but an eyelid must court a backward fall into the abyss. We were not the only ones to listen to the description of these perils. Another party, obviously as inexperienced as we, regarded the speaker with blanched cheeks and feebly ejaculated ‘Herr Gott’ at intervals. Fortunately, our small knowledge of the German language was only sufficient to enable us to understand the general trend of the conversation, and not all the horrors, which the other party was so patently absorbing.


It was a crowded night, and the ‘crowd’ did not entirely consist of our fellow climbers. I can as a rule only fall off to sleep when reclining upon my right side, but the reverse seemed to apply to my immediate neighbour, and as he had partaken freely of salami, I found that a sleepless night upon my left side was preferable to an attempt at sleep on my right side.


We were the first to get up and disentangle ourselves from the packed bodies of our neighbours. Drowsily we made hot tea, ate an uncompromising sardine, and at 1.45 a.m. faced the chill breeze and the darkness of the starry night.


It was good to leave the vitiated atmosphere of the hut and tread the frozen snow, even though we had but the feeble glimmer of a candle lantern to light us down the rocks to the Biferten Glacier.


Without any difficulty we picked our way between the crevasses of the glacier and reached the foot of the gully we must ascend in order to gain the ledge that traverses the Gelbwand. The gully is steep, and the base of it was littered with the debris of ice avalanches that fall from an unstable wall of tottery séracs at the top of the couloir. With thoughts of these we kicked steps as quickly as possible in the hard icy snow, but soon the increasing angle necessitated the use of the axe.


The first hint of dawn came as we were cutting steps up the side of the couloir, and was greeted by a crash from above and a terrible roar. A great mass of ice had split away and was descending upon us! There was little we could do, and naught that we could see in the gloom. For an instant – an unpleasant instant –the roar grew louder, but in another second it had subsided to a muffled rumble that finally died away in the recesses of the mountain. The fall was evidently down a neighbouring couloir.


The dawn, at first casual, determined on a new lease of life, and the light was increasing fast as we continued on our way.


As soon as possible we crept out of the couloir in preference for the rocks on the left. These were moderately easy and broken, and we ascended quickly, looking for the passage across the Gelbwand. But what was this broad terrace that appeared to run right across the Gelbwand to the easy snow of the glacier above the icefall? Surely not the terrible ledge? It was though, and we strolled along it with much the same feelings as the tourist who discovers that the path up the mountain recommended by the guide-book as fit for ‘experts only with reliable guides’ is in reality a broad mule-track picked out by red paint.


From the end of this traverse a narrow snow edge between two crevasses took us on to the gentle slopes above the icefall.


Sunrise held out a hand of fair promise, and we beat down the snow for a breakfast platform. From our position there was but little view, save to the north, whence we gazed down over the brink of the icefall to where shadowed Linthal lay as yet unknown to the sun.


There is no meal like breakfast on a high snowfield; one sits down to it in a virtuous glow of work done. Gone are the early doubts and fears, the ugly doubts that assail the mountaineer in the hours before dawn, when sluggish blood courses slowly in limbs that are stiffened with sleep. These are the hours when life is at its lowest ebb, when the brain is a numbed machine of ponderous uncertain action, the stomach disordered and acutely miserable. By the time second breakfast is partaken of the early fears have faded like mist wraiths in the sun; body and brain are braced and strung for action. Defeated one may be in the future, for who knows what the day may bring forth; but if defeat is to be our lot, it is a defeat to which we can go down to, knowing that we have done all that skill and physique can do to combat it. And if victory is to be our reward, remember that it was really won before second breakfast, and that the conquest of those drear early hours was the thing that mattered.


The snow was soft, and we were not sorry to be overtaken by the two young Swiss, who obligingly went ahead to make a track up the long monotonous slopes that make the Tödi a good skiing mountain to those energetic enough to carry ski over the Gelbwand.


At 6.45 a.m. we stood on the summit, shivering in the teeth of a cold north wind, which blew gusts of stinging snow in our faces.


The Tödi is a fine view-point, and between an occasional mist we could distinguish the silvery ridges of the Pennine Alps, whilst far, far beyond, floating like a dome of alabaster in a translucent sea of purest blue, the summit of Mont Blanc gleamed in the sun.


It was our first big peak, and we tried hard to realise the romance of those unforgettable moments. But as Leslie Stephen said, ‘Bodily fatigue and appreciation of natural scenery are simply incompatible’. The cold wind dominated all; the joy we should have experienced on the summit evaporated in our chattering teeth and trembling limbs, and we hurried down to a sheltered place where, without more ado, we brewed a jorum of hot punch.


In the hills it is memories that count most and it is these memories that will sustain us in our old age when the voice of the high mountains whispers back through the span of years.


We wandered gently down, meeting on the way a stout gentleman, who was making heavy going of it in the soft snow. Sad indeed is the plight of those afflicted with a surplus of adipose tissue upon a mountain side; grand and noble their bravery and determination.


We avoided the initial avalanche-swept couloir by climbing directly down the face of the Gelbwand, but our descent was rendered dangerous by a clumsy party above, unversed in mountain etiquette, who refused to remain still for a few minutes, and thus dislodged many stones that caused us some anxious moments. Curses and entreaties being alike ineffective, we hurried down at a great pace, ran across a dangerous zone that was liable to be swept by falling séracs, and at 9 a.m., when a goodly portion of the world’s population were toying with their eggs and bacon, arrived back at the hut.


The day was before us and we basked in the sun on the rocks near the hut. This I was foolish enough to do without a hat, with the result that I was suddenly stricken with a species of sunstroke, the symptoms being nausea, headache and at one stage incapability of movement. Thanks to the excellent doctoring of Hewett and repeated applications of snow to the forehead, the attack passed away as suddenly as it came.


Our intention was not to descend to the Lintal, but to cross the Planura pass to the Maderanertal and Amsteg, so in the afternoon we traversed round the northern lower slopes of the Tödi and descended to the Ober Sand Alp. The snow lay deep on the Alp, the cow-huts were deserted, and the hay inside them damp and odorous.


Seen in the evening, with the sunset flaring on the ice-draped cliffs of the Tödi and dusk falling in the wild upland valley, bare and devoid of trees, the Ober Sand Alp is a melancholy spot. Later on in the summer, when the slowly dissolving snow patches have been absorbed in the flower-gay turf, and the grave brown cows lazily clang their bells, it becomes lively and smiling and important with cheese-making.


The night was chilly, and we were glad to step forth early next morning and set off for our pass. It is a weary grind, and the day was hot. The dregs of winter had been flung from the loving cup of summer, and it was with perspiring thankfulness that we breasted the last slopes of the pass, and gazed down the long gentle reaches of the Hufi Glacier.


Descending the glacier towards the Hufi Hut, we were forced to run the gauntlet of a hanging glacier that discharged some hundreds of tons of ice right across our tracks shortly after we passed. Finally, we left the glare of the snows for the restful green of the Maderanertal – one of the most beautiful of all Alpine valleys – where June had come to her kingdom of gay flowers and winter’s tears were splashing down the cliffs in innumerable waterfalls.


A pleasant path took us down to the dusty road in the Reusstal and Amsteg, where we caught the train to Zürich.
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