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For inspiration, I read:

Dorothy Pilley’s Climbing Days, published in 1935.

Edward Pyatt, ‘Owen Glynne Jones’, Climbers’ Club Journal, 1957, XII(1), pp. 43–50.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, I was at home for over twelve weeks. Canada’s Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity provided many free films about the outdoors from the Mountain Film Festival. Our minds can provide boundless inspiration when our bodies are confined. Our courage remains undiminished in the face of atrocities.

~~

I stared at the photographs, mesmerised by the mystery of the two women. Their bodies and skin have been frozen in time, turned porcelain white and uncovered on the north face of Mont Blanc. They were once lost to the eternal silence of the snowy peaks, waiting to tell their stories. Who were these two unknown mountaineers to each other, and why were they summiting unaided, alone at the pinnacle of wilderness? My search unfolds as a love affair in early twentieth-century England comes to life.

Tags: lesbian fiction, woman mountaineers, woman pioneers, suffragettes, London (early 20th century, interwar), ownvoices

~~

This novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination.


“To write realistically about rock climbing is one of the hardest things in the world; and to understand what the writer is striving to explain, when he is narrating the overcoming or circumvention of difficulties, is often almost impossible even with the work of the most gifted authors.”

Owen Glynne Jones, ‘English Climbing Considered Mainly from an Alpine Standpoint’ (1898)

“But in each case the sense of an uncapturable significance will arise, and its secret – for the mountaineer as for any pilgrim passion – is almost an open one. Therein, reflected, is the experience of being ardently alive.”

Dorothy Pilley, Climbing Days (1935)

Here I am, conveying my emotions, if not the technical aspects of climbing, as I write along.


Following the Footsteps

I leaned against our bedroom door and watched over her.

A mellow light, coming from the almost-full moon and tempered by the linen curtains, cast a crown over Heidi’s shaved and shapely head. We always laughed about her name and how it explained her affection for the Alpine hills. She was the mountain girl in Johanna Spyri’s story, her upbringing in the Alps accounting for her aversion to Frankfurt.

The city was incongruent with my girlfriend Heidi’s being, trapping her until she was once again free to trek up the high peaks. Ironic since we lived in London, close to my work and the centre of British academia.

Heidi returned home to me between extensive periods in her natural habitat, and I was grateful for the precious time we shared. I closed my eyes, but I could still see her weathered cheeks, bright tawny eyes and the short strands of sun-bleached hair in my mind’s eye. She was rugged and bold, strong muscles filling her bulk.

After a month of expedition, the short locks of her hair had grown back, but they still clung to her head. I watched, surrounded by the serenity of a late night in the capital, contentment filling my heart. Heidi was here, lying in a bed of tranquillity. Her long lashes fell like two silver moons, casting shadows over her face. She had emerged from the flight terminal earlier, amidst the perpetual chaos of an international airport, her golden skin brilliant and the strength of her athletic frame undiminished after a long journey. Bright as a beacon, she had focused on me, wrapped me up in her strong arms, and swung me around like a child playing with her rag doll. All the other woman climbers emerged, brave and triumphant, to their waiting relatives and friends.

It had been a month’s separation for us while Heidi climbed the Matterhorn, leading a few female mountaineers up the high ranges. All she needed right now was sleep, food and love. After you had achieved so much, the human basics would suffice. Our home offered few material comforts, but those essentials we possessed in plenty.

We were like yin and yang. I was slender, physically weak and studious. My pale skin with a sprinkling of freckles came from my mother. I did not look like my father at all, causing much annoyance to us when we were out and about. I was a bespectacled historian, spending all my time in libraries and archives where I could hide in my comfortable niche, reluctant to meet the world until I had compelling reasons to. Heidi joked about me sometimes because I smelt of old books, according to her, of a mixture of parched paper, ink and glue. At least I did not use rose petals or lavender tonic, or I could have been a proper Victorian lady scholar. I also wore monochrome shirts, trousers and coats like a permanent upside-down exclamation mark.

While Heidi was away, I had embarked on a project that should excite her. It had consumed me, making me skip meals and sleep; I read ream after ream about woman climbers during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I could not wait to tell her about it, to share my preliminary findings. I wondered if she might have some insight, picking up clues that I might have missed. Her approach to life was usually prompt and practical, in contrast to my quiet contemplation over books and texts, offering an alternative perspective to my research problems.

Super, she would say, her face lighting up and white teeth flashing, showing her glorious enthusiasm for the possibilities of my search.

I pulled the door, leaving it ajar so I could feel her presence, and returned to my study. The computer screen in my office glowed in the dark like a giant nightlight or a flare of my inquisitive heart. I had read all I could find on female mountaineers; Heidi’s name came up a few times on the list of modern climbers. It was strange reading about one’s lover and seeing others defining her by her achievements: the first of this, the highest, the best. She was simply Heidi to me, the mountain girl who pushed me to go forward and live life to the full.

~~

I stared at the photographs, mesmerised by the mystery of the two women. Their bodies and skin had been frozen in time, turned porcelain white and uncovered on the north face of Mont Blanc. They were once lost to the eternal silence of the snowy peaks, waiting to tell their stories. Who were these two unknown mountaineers to each other, and why were they summiting unaided, alone at the pinnacle of wilderness?

The discovery was made at the start of the new millennium.

The French authorities determined that the women were likely to be British female climbers. The communication between the French authorities and the British Mountaineering Council was hampered by bureaucracy. The French side eventually involved a Dr. Jamie Hill, biological anthropologist at the British Mountaineering Council. After a series of forensic examinations, Jamie’s investigation hit a stalemate when he realised that the case needed a social and cultural historian. A few months ago, he had emailed me out of the blue in his search for such an expert to unearth the identities of the two women. He sourced my assistance after my doctoral supervisor had recommended me. By the time the case reached me, four years had passed since the unearthing of the two women.

~~

The grey drizzle blanketing Manchester that day failed to dampen my enthusiasm. I chose to take a stroll down Oxford Road to the university. Handsome, red-bricked Victorian buildings lined the wide, straight street. Young students milled around, reminding me of my own college days.

I met with Jamie Hill in his office at the university rather than the British Mountaineering Council’s headquarters in the city’s suburbs. He had examined the evidence and was about to tell me what he knew about them. Appearing about twelve years old but most likely in his early thirties, Jamie was a down-to-earth Mancunian. His accolade included a doctorate from the University of Washington. His twinkling eyes assessed me as we discussed the finds, reminiscent of an excited child opening presents on Christmas morning. I shared that sense of wild discovery, of adventures and chasing knowledge.

The climbers who discovered the bodies retrieved their personal effects, took photographs and re-buried them under rocks, building a cairn as a timeless monument to their spirit. My mother, who spent a long time in the Far East, once told me there was a Chinese saying: Dust to dust. Earth to earth. I found out later that the priest said the same in Western churches, too.

We commit this body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

We will all end the same way, returning to Mother Nature. The snowy mountain had claimed the women, and now they were at their final resting place, forever lingering.

The women’s bodies were found in 2000, a year after they famously discovered George Mallory’s mummified body on Mount Everest—seventy-five years after his disappearance alongside his climbing partner Sandy Irvine. They had died in 1924 when they were on the last push to reach the summit of Mount Everest. Mallory and Irvine would have been the first people to do so, but we never did find out for certain. They vanished in a deep fog, probably due to a sudden snowstorm. Mallory’s body was found in a similar condition to that of the nameless women on Mont Blanc. Irvine remained lost.

Jamie retrieved the photographs of the bodies in situ and a small bag of personal effects, which consisted of the rope found near them and a sample of their clothing. The two women lay very close to each other and were linked by a rope, embedded among grey scree and sharp rock surfaces.

We examined the case file, the photographs and the bagged personal possessions again.

My gloved finger skated across the series of images. “Why do you think they were exposed after all these years? Do you have a theory?”

He inclined his head. “Global warming might have caused the glaciers to melt in some of the highest peaks of Europe, making their location more discoverable.”

I used a tong to pick on the layers of clothing. “They wore knickerbockers and heavy jackets made of coarse materials, is that right? It looks like a kind of gabardine.”

Jamie nodded.

The undergarments they had worn were corsets and bloomers that had decayed and turned to shreds sometime in the previous decades.

Among their belongings was a handkerchief that had been preserved in the jacket, and the little square was our most cherished clue. A clue so small and intimate as though the woman merely whispered a secret to us. Jamie and I slowly unfolded the now paper-thin handkerchief. It had a blue-lined edge and two small flowers at a corner. What interested us most were two delicate hand-sewn letters that graced the yellowed cloth. The letters were faint but legible.

C.F.

The curves were lightly hand-sewn, almost tentative. I could picture its owner sitting under a soft lamp, threading the dark blue with a needle that pierced the soft cloth repeatedly. She carved her name that eluded detection for too long.

No other identifications were found on them.

My eyes were drawn back to the two figures lost in the rugged mountain range. I could not bear to imagine the loneliness of the friends, two companions who died in unison and were forgotten for so long. If someone in the mountaineering circle had been aware of their expedition, they would have raised an alarm. Why did no one know they were up on Mont Blanc? Did they die on the descent like so many climbers who succumbed to the tyranny of nature? Did they fall down a crevasse? Was there an avalanche? Was the weather dreadful and the night too dark, trapping them in the freezing cold? Why did they not have support?

Relatively few women were mountaineers back then, but some of them were also incredible athletes. Mont Blanc was notoriously dangerous in parts, but women had been climbing to its peak, conquering the height, for a long time. They had been fighting to be recognised, to be men’s equals through their daring outdoor adventures.

Marie du Mont Blanc summited the peak in 1808. Her name suggested how momentous and important that occasion was. And Henriette d’Angeville was the second woman to climb the same mountain. She carried on climbing and made her last summit to Oldenhorn, Switzerland, when she was a mature sixty-five-year-old.
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