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Chapter I


The Mirage




Of life in prisoner of war camps on the Equator, and of the organising of a mountaineering expedition towards a 17,000-foot peak, despite difficulties over the question of stores and equipment.





P. O.W. Camp


After a thirty-six-hour journey, the long train stopped outside a little station, the name of which I could not read from our cattle-truck “coach”.


On our left there was a wood of strange thorn trees with smooth green stems; on the right a vast plain where the corrugated iron roofs of hundreds and hundreds of barrack huts shimmered in the midday haze. Between the guard-towers one could make out the barbed wire fence.


The very sight of this encampment tumbled one’s heart into one’s boots. We stared as though mesmerised, but nobody dared to utter aloud the question each put to himself: “Yes, inside there: but for how long?”


A dead silence reigned in the waggon while each man gathered up his few belongings. An equally silent column of prisoners from the first waggons was already assembling outside, alongside the rails. We were surely more than a thousand on this train, yet not a word was spoken.


Flies buzzed in the heavy air. In the nearby wood, doves cooed with ironic indifference.


Having travelled in the last waggon, we were the last to start our slow march and in the meantime, the head of the column had covered a good half of the distance between the railway and the camp. In doing so it had raised such a cloud of dust that we were deprived of the depressing sight of our goal.


At last our turn came and we started too, mechanically four by four, heads drooping in the midday heat. The huge snail, slow and dumb, crept forward through the dust cloud as though marching towards infinity.


At the threshold of the camp we were halted and then we entered the gate one by one. It was at last, we had been told, the “definitive” camp. What a horrible word, “definitive”!


There was no vegetation to conceal or in any way soften the crudeness of the barbed wire fences. Starkly, almost desperately it seemed, the gallows-like poles supporting the wires reached towards the empty sky.
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Fig. 1. P.O.W. Camp 354, Nanyuki, in 1943.


“Why have you woken me up?”


“It’s half-past seven.”


“But roll-call is at half-past eight. You’ve tricked me out of an hour!”


“Tricked?”


“If you had left me asleep, I should have avoided one hour of captivity . . .”


A voice from the upper end of the barrack: “A four for bridge wanted.”


Answer from the far end: “For half a loaf of bread you can have me.”


*


The poster on the door of a barrack: “Do you want a long and happy captivity? Do as my grandmother did. She lived for 110 years because she minded her own business.”


*


People in prison camps do not live. They only vegetate or as a Russian writer puts it: “they live at the level of physiology”.


*


From the Polar Diary of Umberto Cagni, referring to life during the long Arctic night: “The spirit gets blunted more and more and the mind of everybody is invaded by an odd indifference for everything not material and not present.”


“In spite of the communal life each man feels strangely isolated from his fellows.”


“Every remembrance of the time when we led a less animal-like existence engenders longing, and with it a remote kind of suffering. While forgetting everything and living like a bear one does not feel moral needs which cannot be satisfied.”


These truths apply perfectly to our prisoner of war life.


But Admiral Cagni wrote also: “I should like to emulate a Spartan and lose all my bad habits. Never in my life shall I have a better opportunity for doing so.”


*


You can never be alone.


You open a letter (if you are lucky enough to get one, once in a blue moon) and ten pairs of eyes gaze at you and ten mouths bombard you with questions: “Any news?” “Good news?” “Alright?” “Are they all well?”


“Thank you very much,” you would like to answer, “for your kind interest, but couldn’t you leave me alone to read, at least now?”


You open your suitcase (if you are lucky enough to have one) in order to air your rags or to chase off those black beetles that infest our barracks in legions. Immediately your “friends” gather round you and exclaim: “Look! You’ve still got a spare pair of socks!” “What book is this?” “May I have a look at this photo?” and so on.


You cannot even whistle a tune (if by any chance you get up in a cheerful mood) without hearing another prisoner at the far end of the barrack joining and whistling the same tune.


*


At night you fall asleep immediately, but after a few hours you wake again. You feel so tired that you do not even want to open your eyes; but you feel an appalling lucidity of mind.


You just lie there and remember. Slowly you begin to “see” episodes lived through years and years before; phrases, inflections of voices, countenances appear again as clearly as though you were able to recall the film of your own life; as though you were present, spectator and character at the same time, in the making of a talking and musical picture. It really is “musical” too, because many episodes have a sort of musical background, even if this consists of the most plebeian songs fashionable for a brief moment. Thus for me, 1934 is connected with the song “Why”, the summer of 1938 with “Following the Fleet” just as other years and seasons are unalterably identifiable with other songs.


Slowly the grey dawn comes and at last you drop into a short, restless sleep, which does nothing to restore you.


To remember is far worse than to forget. This is not a discovery of mine. It was an old truth in the times of the Greek statesman Themistocles. Once he was approached – so the story goes – by a schoolmaster who asked him for a reward because he had thought out a system of teaching that greatly improved the memory of his pupils. Themistocles answered: “I shall give you a reward if you invent a method of enabling mankind to learn how to forget, not how to remember.”


*


The sole activity for this host of people is to wander round the camp – this camp has accommodation for ten thousand people, it’s a regular town – the whole day. They just walk and stop where they see other people talking. There they stay for a while and join in the conversation.


What are they talking about?


A pessimist used to say: “Seventy-five per cent of the subjects talked about in the camps are lies and twenty per cent are stupidities. Only the remaining five per cent are matters worthy of being discussed.” Sometimes I wonder whether he was not an optimist, rather than the pessimist he professed to be.


No wonder the camps are the breeding ground of the most fantastic rumours, which are spawned mysteriously, thrive in the unwholesome atmosphere, are discussed avidly and, inevitably, are at last firmly believed.


*


Every distraction, every spectacle is welcome.


Once I saw a few hundred prisoners gathered between two barracks. I approached them, curious to see what held their attention.


They were watching a cat playing with a mouse. They were prepared to watch for hours.


*


Sometimes, at the moment of reveille, when you open your eyes once more only to find yourself still a prisoner, you have not the courage to accept the day. You close your eyes again, hoping to snatch a few more moments from the land of dreams.


It’s impossible. Your fellows are already up. Carlo, shaving, whistles Saint-Saëns’ “Danse Macabre”; people slam doors and snap suitcase catches. You are compelled to summon up your strength, to jump out of your bunk and accept captivity.


*


At this time there are still few books circulating.


When any rag enters the barrack, it is assaulted by ten, twenty men, each hungry for reading matter. “What’s this?” “Let me have a look.” “Only for a moment, please.”


If it appears to be a book – a book in dreadful condition, of course – a struggle for “rights” of priority begins.


“When you have finished the first hundred pages would you mind giving them to me?” “I’m second.” “Oh please, I was first, so he is second and you only third.”


An endless argument follows.


The reader usually objects: “How can I lend you the book if I have to give it back at 9.00 a.m. tomorrow?”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m a quick reader.”


“I’ve found half a pint of cooking oil for my lamp. I can read the whole night long. Give it to me.”


After all, it is a pleasant struggle; as long as it lasts, time has value again.


Concentrated humanity


“Naturalists in charge of zoos have noted – if I am rightly informed – that captivity provokes considerable alterations in the character of animals. It would be foolish to deny that captivity exercises a still greater influence upon human character, infinitely more complex than that of animals.”


Starting from this premise, some of us spent a long, idle evening half-seriously debating the question: “What is the main difference between Homo Sapiens and the subspecies, resulting from years of captivity, Captivus Vulgaris, or expressed mathematically P.O.W. No. 00?”


I cannot remember the whole course of the discussion at this amateur psychologists’ meeting, but from among the answers I liked most, I recall this one:


“Captivus Vulgaris Kenyensis is not a subspecies of Homo Sapiens but a super-species. Here one finds concentrated humanity. Every character becomes saturated, that is to say concentrated, both in its better and worse aspects, to an extent that could not occur in free life. Homo Sapiens thus appears in its synthesis – Captivus Vulgaris, as nowhere else in the world. You will find here, as though assembled for scientific study, every human type. Nowhere else in the many camps born out of this Second World War will you find, as here in East Africa, so complete an assortment of all ages and trades. Remember that here are not only captured soldiers but also a whole European male population, deported from Ethiopia.”


There was indeed every kind of person in the prisoner of war camps in East Africa: old and young; sick and healthy; crazy and sensible; people from every part of Italy and Italians born in every part of the world, of every trade; optimists and pessimists; silent people and irrepressible chatterers; generous minds and those which seemed to personify meanness; men who minded their own business (alas! a minority) and those who for the life of them could not do so; people who gathered commodities left and right (called by us “hunting dogs”, for this animal is perhaps the most voracious of African mammals) and those who were happy with nothing; true gentlemen and irreclaimable villains.


Between these extremes there were the usual intermediate types, but a mere description of them all would fill a book.


There were the fanatics of sunbathing and gymnastics; boxers; volleyball players and footballers; people who worked with makeshift tools for hours in the sun until exhausted in order to make a tennis court, only to be transferred to another camp before they could enjoy the fruits of their toil. On the other hand there were human specimens who never got up from their bunks for fear that they might waste energy and who, if this were possible, would have sent someone else to settle even their most private affairs.


There were people who studied the whole day and for them captivity was, in a way, bliss.


I have read somewhere that Disraeli, writing about Hugo Grotius, who like Marco Polo, Cervantes, Bunyan, Silvio Pellico and many others, wrote his best work while a prisoner, stated: “Other men, condemned to exile or captivity, if they survive, despair; the man of letters may reckon those days as the sweetest of his life.” I am not a man of letters and therefore I do not consider the five years I spent as a prisoner of war as the sweetest of my life; but, when all is said and done, I can at least bear witness to the difference between my mental state in the years “before Mount Kenya” and those years “after Mount Kenya”, when I was busy writing these lines.


People who spent their time studying had my full approbation. Some of them, by preparing for exams or actually learning a science or one or more languages (we had teachers among us who held lessons on almost every possible subject), not only improved their education, but above all prevented their minds from getting stale and warped.


Sketching, drawing and painting were extremely popular subjects, as soon as we were able to get the necessary materials through parcels and later through the kind help of the Y.M.C.A. of East Africa. High prestige was enjoyed by artists able to enlarge the most faded and smallest photographs of girlfriends or relations.


Then there were the actors, entertainers and musicians: they deserve a chapter on their own, because they really worked wonders. Their ability and ingenuity helped us to pass many delightful evenings.


There were those artists in tin – no mere tinsmiths – who out of empty containers created lamps, dishes, paraffin boilers, frying pans, mugs, toys and models of every description. Woodcarving was also very fashionable, the tools all being made from scrap material worked with the aid of camp-made forges. Repairers of watches and glasses attained the meridian of fame. Musical instruments were made from packing cases or from timber “borrowed” from the camp stores, and a few people achieved such perfection in this craftsmanship – I mean the building of instruments, not the “borrowing” – that whole orchestras were equipped with beautifully toned instruments. For instance, the orchestra that later became the Central Italian Orchestra of Nairobi, which gave concerts all over East Africa, was equipped mainly by this means.


Then there were the card-players and gamblers: lots of them.


O mighty Ely Culbertson, every P.O.W. camp should erect a marble monument in your honour, for without you how would thousands of people have passed their years of captivity? Fifteen or twenty rubbers per day were not records but only the average of games played by at least twenty people I could recall by name.


Of course, the stakes were mainly cigarettes; but I knew people who quite literally lost their last shirt at poker or baccarat tables, and others who, after having sold everything available, were compelled to wash linen and clean boots for their creditors in order to make good at least a part of their debts.


Superstitions of every kind flourished like the green bay tree in the camps for a while. Chiromancers, astrologers and destiny-diviners enjoyed their short periods of glory. Spiritualism too was fashionable for a short time. The great spirit of Napoleon himself was evoked in order to tell those who believed which side would win the war, and when. The innocent shades of maiden aunts – those rigid custodians of family morals – were kept working overtime; through them alone it was felt, would it be possible to get news of possible infidelities on the part of wives and fiancées.


There were hard-faced traders and usurers who organised businesses and banks, leases and sales and who accumulated hundreds of shillings which were often confiscated by the searchers when prisoners were being transferred from one camp to another.


There were people with a variety of imaginary ailments crowding the sick bays, begging the doctors to give them priority over people who were in genuine need of medical treatment.


There was a fanatic hygienist who spent a fortune in buying toilet paper, which he used to wrap around door handles before grasping them. He hoped in this way to avoid being infected, but I do not know – and I doubt if he knew himself – what disease he feared. On the other hand there were certain well-known prisoners who were never seen at the shower baths even at Christmas or on Bank Holidays.


Some built brilliantly functioning wireless receiving sets in secret, and there was a whole organisation of shorthand writers to distribute news bulletins.


Not even common criminals were absent, as some three hundred “guests” of Akaki jail had been freed by the occupation authorities of Ethiopia and subsequently impounded in the Kenya camps. Judge Pace of Addis Ababa slept – I repeat slept – in a double bunk in Compound E, Camp 354, with one of his “customers”, whom he had recently sentenced to ten years seclusion for manslaughter.


The strangest trade I came across in my prison life was perhaps that of a mesmeriser whose subjects were animals, mainly chickens. Perhaps I had better explain. Towards the end of our long captivity, in Camp 356, Eldoret, we enjoyed a three-mile walk, during which we were sometimes able to buy chickens from Africans. The mesmeriser, who ranked high among the bridge stars of the camp, was asked to remain close to the buyer and while the bargaining proceeded he quietly mesmerised one of the chickens, which immediately dropped asleep.


“And what do you want for this one?” the buyer would ask the African, pointing to the mesmerised bird. Without hesitation the African would say: “Five shillings, the same as the others.”


“But don’t you see it’s sick? It looks as though it might be dying.”


The African, afraid of losing his money, would be happy to sell the bird for a shilling or two. The only reward the mesmeriser claimed was to be asked to dinner to help eat his “subject” roasted with potatoes.


*


There came a day when we were transferred to Camp 354, Nanyuki, at the foot of Mount Kenya. Our carriage – not a cattle truck this time – watched by sentries, remained in Nairobi station from 5.00 a.m. till 11.00 a.m., being shunted up and down in order, presumably, to comply with mysterious railway exigencies.


After about a year of incarceration we were able to see people living in freedom, coming and going as they liked. We gazed with fascinated eyes as though witnessing miracles.


A man stepped out of a train and bought a newspaper and a packet of cigarettes at the tobacconist’s. He paid with clinking money and went off. Just like that! Soon we heard the sound of the engine of a car starting up. The very idea of steering a car gave me a dizzy feeling.


We saw women, young and good-looking, middle-aged and elderly. Among them were undoubtedly fiancées, wives, sisters and mothers, all real, alive, not mere phantoms as were ours in our dreams. We saw children, sweet little ones among them; one wanting to collect that empty red cigarette packet on the platform, another throwing his round arms about the neck of his daddy who was just stepping out of a train. No doubt the few words they were able to stammer were spoken in English, but from a distance they might as well have been speaking in Italian. Their expressions, their gestures were the same as those of our own children, now interned in the camps of Ethiopia and Somaliland.


It was torture. One could have jumped out of the train for no other purpose than to mix for ten minutes with free people. I would bet that every one of us, looking from our carriage windows onto that crowded Nairobi platform, was busy with thoughts of escape, soon repressed.
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From camp comic 365, November 1941


The idea of escaping is a vital factor in the mind of every prisoner. On our arrival in East Africa I had, as a matter of course, carefully considered the chances of reaching the nearest neutral territory, Portuguese East Africa, but I had concluded that, for me at least, this would be impossible. The distances one had to cover were enormous; one needed a frightful lot of money, the opportunity of getting a car, knowledge of the country and of the main languages, and faked documents. Even if one reached Portuguese East Africa the problem of getting home from there presented still greater difficulties. As a matter of fact, out of all those who attempted to escape during our five years of captivity in order to reach Portuguese East Africa, only a group of four officers succeeded.


Mount Kenya


In the low barrack of tar-painted hessian the night had closed in quickly. The wind whistled and rain thundered on the corrugated iron roof. Outside, throughout the camp, the ground was a swamp. At every step, one raised several pounds of sticky mud on one’s shoes.


At a small makeshift table placed between two bunks, four prisoners sat playing bridge around a flickering oil-lamp fashioned from an empty meat tin.


“One down,” remarked a player, sadly putting down his last few cards.


“Of course,” his partner said acidly, “if you insist on not drawing trumps . . .”


“But listen. Had I found the ten of spades on my left instead of my right . . .”


The argument carried on endlessly. It is impossible for a bridge party in a prisoner of war camp not to degenerate into an argument.


On another bunk two men sat, wrapped in their blankets, sharing a single light while they read.


At the far end of the barrack, a dead silence reigned. No lights showed, yet it was too early for anyone to have gone to sleep. People just lay on their bunks busy with their own thoughts.


On my bunk, two men sat beside me, one of them playing chess with an opponent sitting on the opposite bunk, the chessboard on a stool between them.


A train whistled lamentably.


One of the chess players shook his head: “I’m going to lose the queen. There’s no other way.”


The other fellow sitting on my bunk bent over the chessboard, closing his book but keeping a finger between the pages.


“Let me see,” he said, studying the strategic situation.


The train whistled again. The flame of the oil-lamp smoked and flickered.


From the bunk opposite the chess players, Umberto, whom I had thought to be asleep, called me and whispered: “I’m frightfully hungry.”


“You’re telling me!”


*


The next morning, May 13, I was shaken out of my sleep by Umberto: “Quick. Get up. Come and look at Mount Kenya!”


“What’s it like?”


“You’ll see. It’s like Monte Viso, but so much more impressive.”


Owing to the rainy season we had so far had no opportunity of seeing anything of the mountain but the huge forest-clad pedestal. I was so anxious to see it now that I almost got entangled in my bootlaces while dressing.


“Hurry up!” Umberto shouted from the door, “or the peak will be covered with clouds again.”


I emerged at last, stumbled a few steps in the mud and then I saw it. An ethereal mountain emerging from a tossing sea of clouds, framed between two dark barracks: a massive blue-black tooth of sheer rock, inlaid with azure glaciers; austere yet floating fairy-like on the near horizon. It was the first 17,000-foot peak I had ever seen.


I stood gazing until the vision disappeared among the shifting cloud banks.


For hours afterwards I remained spellbound.


I had definitely fallen in love.


*


Day followed weary day and the mountain remained blanketed under a pall of mist and cloud. The one glimpse I’d had of it days before gradually became a half-remembered dream. Prison life fastened on me once more like a leaden chain. Future prospects were not even considered and only the present existed for us, dark and dismal.


For three months, I had had no news of my family and, to add to my anxiety, there were rumours of a fatal epidemic of measles raging amongst the children in the evacuation camps of Ethiopia. Nerves were near breaking point. The maddening worries which one could do nothing to alleviate, the passivity to which we were condemned, the deadly monotony of the rains and above all, the communal life one was forced to lead in a small barrack with twenty-five or thirty similarly irritable people, seemed likely to drive one mad.


Never being alone for one moment was perhaps the worst thing for us in our state of nerves. Those with whom I shared a barrack were well bred and equitable by temperament; all nice lads individually, but how they racked one’s nerves as a mass! Their most trivial activities, like knocking a nail into a pole to hang up a towel, or pulling aside a bunk to look for a missing clog, made one irritable.


Forced to endure the milieu we seemed almost afraid of losing our individuality. Sometimes one felt a childish urge to assert one’s personality in almost any manner, shouting nonsense, banging an empty tin, showing by every act that one was still able to do something other than to wait passively. I have seen normally calm people suddenly rise from their bunks and climb the roof poles of the barrack, barking like monkeys. I felt I understood them, and they had my full sympathy.


On this particular evening, even the last resource of the prisoner, a remnant of sense of humour, had left me and I felt only a dreadful emptiness, as if I had lost contact with the very ground beneath my feet.


The past was finished; there was nothing more to think about, to grasp. A normal life in the future seemed so far off, so impossible, that I did not even long for it any more. Only the present existed, unavoidable, overwhelming. Time stood still. It was easy to understand how people go mad.


There was no oil left in the lamp and even if there had been, I had no desire to read. I got up from my bunk and went slowly out of the barrack.


Umberto was on his bunk playing his thousandth game of patience. He raised his head as he saw me:


“If this one comes out, we shall be free this year.”


I could not even smile. I went out.


It had stopped raining and a chorus of crickets sang loud in the night. A prisoner walked with heavy steps towards the latrines and comprehensively cursed the quaggy mud.


I met another friend and accepted his invitation to play chess. I lost all three games, and as I tramped towards my barrack in the darkness, I was in no better mood than before, though normally I am not a bad loser. I was as tired as though I had marched for miles and miles. I did not even feel hungry.


As I approached my barrack, I heard the noise of hammering. I wondered who was busy at that hour of the night and what he was doing. A strange sense of envy crept into my mind. That prisoner had set himself a task, whatever it was. For him the future existed because presumably he meant to finish his job. For the moment he had found a remedy against captivity.


The night sky was clear. There was a smell of good earth in the air such as I had seldom noticed in Africa. I was thinking, the future exists if you know how to make it, and it’s up to you, as I turned the corner of my barrack at the exact spot from which I had seen Mount Kenya for the first time, and from which I had always cast a look in the direction of the peak since that first view.


Now it was visible again and in the starlight it looked even more tantalising than in daylight. The white glaciers gleamed with mysterious light and its superb summit towered against the sky. It was a challenge.


A thought crossed my numbed mind like a flash.


*


“What are you doing there?”


“I am waiting for midday. And you, what are you waiting for?”


“For the end of the war.”


Nobody laughed at this sort of joke any more, because it had ceased to be a joke. It was a real expression of feeling. Time was no longer considered by the average prisoner as something of value to be exploited; time for them was an enemy, but for me this was no longer so.


I was already busy with a secret plan, a plan that was slowly taking definite shape.


*


A prisoner of the last world war wrote in his memoirs: “At the front one takes risks, but one does not suffer; in captivity one does not take risks but one suffers.”


In order to break the monotony of life one had only to start taking risks again, to try to get out of this Noah’s Ark, which was preserving us from the risks of war but isolating us from the world and its deluge of life. If there is no means of escaping to a neutral country or of living under a false name in occupied Somalia, then, I thought, at least I shall stage a break in this awful travesty of life. I shall try to get out, climb Mount Kenya and return here.


I realised from the start that I could not do this single-handed; I should have to find companions. As proof that we had reached the summit – if we ever did – we would leave a flag there.


*


In a torn copy of Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath I found the following paragraph underlined:


“When I was in jail I never thought of the moment of liberation. I thought only of today, perhaps of the football match to be played on the following Saturday, never beyond. I took the days as they came.”


*


An anonymous prisoner of war had written in the margin, “Good advice”.


But, anonymous brother, have you ever thought of one difference between the conditions of a man sentenced to jail for an offence and those of a prisoner of war? The former, however long his sentence may be, has a precise knowledge of the date of his liberation; we on the other hand have not. No one can foretell how long this war will last, how long our sentence will be.


*


The more I considered the idea of escape, the more I realised the magnitude of the task I had set myself. Should we be able to climb without a long period of acclimatisation in the thin air of 17,000 feet? How should we make the actual climb? Whom should I ask to accompany me? How could we get out of the camp and in again? These and other problems kept my mind fully occupied. I found it fascinating to elaborate, in the utmost secrecy, the first details of my scheme.


[image: image]


“Fig. 2. “It’s like Monte Viso, but so much more impressive.”


Life took on another rhythm, because it had a purpose.


Silent Preparations


I started my preparations.


First, I wrote to my family asking them to send me my boots and any woollen clothing that had not been sold: vests, shirts, jerseys, and so on.


I stopped smoking. As cigarettes were the normal currency in the camps, I could use my weekly ration of thirty-five in this way together with those I was later allowed to buy from the canteen.


I sold what few of my belongings I could spare in order to get the cash I needed for buying various items of necessary equipment. The system I followed was this: some prisoners inside the camp who retained cash in spite of the severe rules against it feared that it would be confiscated at the first search, and tried to convert it into food and clothing. Therefore from time to time they sent their commission agents through the barracks, as they wished to avoid doing business in person. The agents, neither unobtrusively nor tactfully, went around the barracks asking: “Who wants to sell anything?” and appeared with clock-like regularity at the bunk of anyone who had just received a parcel. Not a hard job this, as the names of the lucky addressees of parcels would appear on the compound noticeboard, with the hour at which the parcels would be distributed after they had been opened and searched under the eyes of their owners.


The problem of whom to select as my companions was the most pressing and the most difficult to solve. I reckoned that a party of three would be the best, which meant that I should have to find two men willing to take the risk. Of these, one need not necessarily be a mountaineer because the actual climb could be attempted by two, while the non-mountaineer could stay at the base camp. His main job would be to assist in keeping watch in the forest on our way up. A party of more than three, I thought, would enable us to keep shorter watches, but on the other hand it would increase appreciably the amount of stores and equipment we should have to collect and carry.


By chance I learnt that a man I already knew was a mountaineer who had to his credit several first climbs in the Alps. One evening, when Mount Kenya showed clear and majestic half an hour before sunset, I approached this man and pointing to the glorious mountain I remarked, as though making the most natural suggestion in the world:


“Have you ever thought about escaping and trying to climb it?”


“If they would feed us on beefsteak,” he answered, laughing, “we might consider it.”


I pressed him to enlarge his point of view and he carried on by saying that in our condition of under-nourishment, it would be impossible to carry out the serious training which the climbing of such a difficult peak would necessitate; that at high altitudes the craving for highly nourishing and variegated food was a well-known fact; that it would be impossible to get the necessary stocks of food and equipment and even more impossible to carry them up without porters. Anyhow good ropes, good crampons and good ice axes were not available to prisoners. And so on. The word “impossible” was his long suit. He concluded: “It looks tantalising, I agree, but it would be sheer madness to think of it seriously.”


I broke off the conversation. We were speaking different languages. He was a realist and when all is said and done it was he who was right; I, an incurable idealist or possibly a madman, as he had it. I realised then that I would find companions only among “madmen” like myself.


For a week or two I studied my companions from a “Kenya” point of view. I made confidential enquiries about anyone who claimed to have been a mountaineer. I could of course not ask openly: “Who would like to make up a party for climbing Kenya?”


It seemed hopeless. Those who appeared to have some of the essential qualifications lacked others. At last I confided my secret to Giovannino, an Alpini N.C.O. who had been in my unit in the Abyssinian War but who had been badly crippled in a motor-car accident in 1938 and was now in captivity as a civilian. He was an utterly reliable fellow and more than anything he regretted that with his lame leg he would never again be able to climb mountains.


Together we prepared a list of indispensable tools and he put me on the track of a flag hidden in the camp, brought by a friend of his from Harar in Ethiopia to Kenya. Above all, we studied our companions and he became my confidential agent in investigations into the mountaineering records of prisoners. We were completely unsuccessful.


Without abandoning what we called in fun, “plan two” – to find a mountaineer – we were eventually successful with “plan three” – research aimed at finding a non-mountaineer to be “number three” in the party.


We concentrated our attention on a Police Lieutenant who was a fairly good football player and who had earned a high reward for a gallant exploit with a small band of Askaris in the rear of the enemy’s lines. No one doubted his outstanding courage and endurance, and he had the reputation of being extraordinarily lucky.


I approached Mario, and opened my heart to him. He welcomed the prospect with enthusiasm. Being from the Abruzzi, the highest mountain region of the Apennines, he was a born mountaineer although he confessed to not having had any experience of actual rock and ice climbing. He would very much have liked to join the “top-party”, but at last he agreed to be “third man” and to serve at the base camp.


Unfortunately he was unable to make any suggestions as to who might act as the second man we so badly needed. He would have to be a good mountaineer, a man of endurance, silent and reliable. After all I should have to link my life to his on the same rope. As I became better acquainted with Mario I realised too that our “second man” should, if possible, be of a calm and reasoning temperament; because if Mario had a fault it was his over-enthusiasm. The “second man” should, I thought, tend to counterbalance Mario’s character.


With Mario I explored a rubbish heap situated near our one-mile walk by a signpost marking the Equator. There, one might find iron and aluminium scraps of every kind.


We had decided to make our ice axes from hammers, which we had so far not been able to “acquire”, and our crampons of material from this rubbish heap. Therefore we concentrated our attention on the remnants of a motor-car running board and pieces of mudguard, which, little by little, we brought into the camp. A motor-car axle, we thought, would make a useful anvil as we had decided to make crampons by “cold working” the metal ourselves.


What we needed badly was a cold chisel and a hammer, which, together with the two hammers to be transformed into ice axes, meant that we should have to find three hammers. We only needed two ice axes, as the third man would not carry one. Indeed Ugo de Amicis states that “an ice axe, put into the hands of a would-be mountaineer, often represents the only danger in a climb.”


At last an opportunity arose for getting what we needed.


The minor works of maintenance in the P.O.W. camps in Kenya were at this time carried out by Indian artisans, barefooted chaps with dignified beards, whom I watched with particular interest. I soon discovered that during the lunch interval they put their tools in a store, the door of which was sometimes left open.


It was an easy matter to enter the store one day, to collect two hammers – there were only two to be found – and a chisel, to conceal them in my shirt and to saunter off nonchalantly. It was the first theft I had so far committed and it seemed so marvellously easy that I wondered why the fruitful profession of thieving was not even more popular in the world.


One hammer was transferred by night into Mario’s barrack and from thence to the P.O.W. blacksmith, an old acquaintance of Mario’s, who transformed it on his forge into an ice axe resembling a rough sketch I had drawn for him. We could not start making the crampons immediately as we had till then found no suitable room in which to work undisturbed.


*


Time passed quickly. The end of July had arrived, and with it several cloudless days on Mount Kenya. The sight we enjoyed every day was grand. We already knew every feature of the rocks and glaciers on the north and north-west faces, and every gap in the cockscomb ridges had been investigated by studying the trail of shifting clouds. It looked as though it would be difficult, very difficult, to find a route up there, but for all we knew the other faces might prove to be even more challenging.


We had considered the possibility of a flag not surviving for more than a few weeks or perhaps days, if exposed to the heavy blizzards raging on the peak. Accordingly, I concocted a message to be left in a bottle at the foot of the flagpole.


I bought with cigarettes unwanted fragments of bread with which I increased my rations, and I followed a detailed routine of daily exercise. Mario carried on playing football and walking. We avoided being seen together and met only by night. It was good fun.


The stores we collected piecemeal accumulated steadily under our bunks. We had decided to start in September, as soon as the rains stopped, if our tools were ready, and provided that by then we had found our “second man”.


At about this time – the end of July – I was transferred to a newly enlarged compound and it became more difficult to meet Mario. I was able to see him only during the day, for at night the compounds were shut off from one another. My contacts with him therefore lessened.


In my new barrack I met a doctor whom I had not noticed before as he lived very much on his own, being intimate with few people.


One day someone, I do not remember who, brought into our barrack a book which gave me a few bits of precious information about Mount Kenya. It was Father F. Cagnolo’s work The Akikuyu, dealing with the folklore and the country of the Kikuyu, a native tribe occupying land in the central Kenya highlands and as far to the north as the western slopes of the mountain.


The most interesting items I learnt from the book itself and from its map (scale one centimetre = eighty kilometres) were the following:




	The great pedestal on which the highest peaks are based has an average radius of some twenty miles. That was more or less the distance as the crow flies that we should have to cover when escaping first through farmland and then through thick forest, before starting the actual climb of the peak. In these twenty miles we should have to ascend some 11,00 feet.


	There were two peaks mentioned in the book: Batian (17,040 feet.), the higher, was the one we could see from the camp; and Lenana (16,300 feet) was lower and invisible from Camp 354, being obscured by Batian.


	On the attached map only one route was shown through the forest towards the peaks. It started from Chogoria on the eastern slopes, just opposite Nanyuki. This route had been taken by some Italian Fathers of the Consolata Mission at Nyeri who on January 31, 1933, had climbed Lenana and had there left a cross, the gift of the Pope to the Mission.
The reason why the Fathers had erected the cross on Lenana rather than Batian was not mentioned in the book, but it seemed to me to be obvious enough; Batian was far more difficult to climb than Lenana. This supposition was confirmed by a photograph in the book, which showed Lenana and Batian from the east. The slopes of Lenana were gentle, although even an easy climb would prove extremely tiring at that height on the Equator. Batian on the other hand was a huge compact rock wall, seemingly more impregnable than the Nanyuki face. I decided that we should attempt Batian, but that in the event of failing in our main programme we should “do” Lenana.


	The map showed the sources of a number of rivers rising from the glaciers of Kenya, diverging like spokes of a wheel from the hub. One of these, the Tana, is one of the most important rivers of East Africa. The scale of the map was too small to show whether the river Nanyuki, bearing the same name as that of the village near our camp, actually rose in the glaciers near the summit of the mountain; but it seemed to me that this was very probable.
As we should not be able to use known paths during our ascent, I thought it would be worth trying to follow the river Nanyuki upstream toward its source. The route might be long but by adopting this plan we should at least avoid the main headache of escapees in Africa: the necessity of finding water.


	The main rains in this part of East Africa lasted from the end of April to the beginning of September; the short rains from the beginning of November to the end of December. That was why the Fathers had chosen January for their ascent of Lenana. It seemed reasonable to follow their example and to alter our plan accordingly. This would allow us six months in which to perfect our equipment, the first insurance against complete failure.


	Many of the beliefs of the Akikuyu were connected with Mount Kenya. This of course did not affect the programme of our proposed trip but it was, to me at least, very interesting. The Kikuyu believe Mount Kenya to be the throne of God whose bed is made of a very fine white powder called “ira” – the snow. White is therefore the “sacred” colour used by medicine men when adorning themselves on ceremonial occasions and by children during initiation ceremonies.





I observed that my new barrack mate, Giuàn the doctor, displayed a great interest in the book and above all in the photographs of Mount Kenya.


While I was making a copy of one showing Lenana and Batian from the east, we started talking about mountaineering. Little by little I began to realise that Giuàn might be the man I had so far sought in vain.


I spoke to him about our plan and I observed his reactions with keen interest. Unlike Mario, he displayed no extravagant enthusiasm at first; he merely asked searching questions about the details of the scheme. I did not press him to join us but, as I hoped, he himself led the conversation around to his possible participation in the trip a few days later. I was greatly pleased and relieved, although at that time I did not realise just how lucky I had been in contacting him. I know now that not only had I found the best companion imaginable for the adventure that lay in store for us, but also a friend for life.


*


Together we studied the mountain again and again, and he agreed that it would be a difficult climb. From the east it looked still worse, according to the photograph I had copied from Fr. Cagnolo’s book. The southern face remained unknown to us until we obtained information about it from a very strange source.


We were accumulating as much food as possible from our rations – and from those of other people. One day we were issued tins of “Kenylon” preserved meat and vegetable, not previously supplied to this camp. On each tin was gummed a label depicting as a trade mark a view of Mount Kenya from another aspect unknown to us. We guessed it could only represent the mountain from the south or more likely from the south-south-west. We were disappointed to see that the peaks looked just as formidable from this new viewpoint, with even more glaciers than appeared on the northern slopes.


We continued to train and to collect stores and equipment and at the same time, we began to consider how we should find our way to the Nanyuki River, which we proposed to follow until it led us to the glaciers.


Once a month a party consisting of those in need of dental treatment was sent over to Camp 359 at Burguret, some twenty miles from Nanyuki. I happened to be suffering from a bad tooth and as I wanted to have this attended to before escaping, I applied to be allowed to accompany the next party.


I was put into an open lorry with several other people and an escort, and off we went. During the whole trip, I studied the landscape carefully and tried to memorise the main landmarks. I was even able to plan out an escape route from our camp to the edge of the forest.


At Burguret Camp, while awaiting my turn in the dentist’s torture chair, I met a few fellows I had known before and I questioned them about the forest on the mountain, as Burguret Camp was much closer to it than Nanyuki Camp.


The stories I heard made me shiver. Prisoners of war are notorious for distorting most plain facts and for inventing fairy tales, but even after allowing for this, it seemed that our progress through the forest would be a dreadful business. The gardens outside the camp, I gathered, had been visited several times by rhinoceros and buffalo. A fuel party of prisoners in the nearby forest had been attacked by a troop of elephants on transfer, and a prisoner who had been rash enough to approach them in order to see some baby elephants had been caught up by a mother, smashed against a tree, and killed on the spot.


A few days after my dental trip to Burguret, an article was published in the East African Standard partially confirming the stories of the number of wild beasts to be found around Mount Kenya.


The short report in the paper stated that an unnamed major had tried to reach the northern glaciers of the mountain with a view to taking photographs. With another officer, he had set out from Brigands Retreat Rest Camp – which sounded sinister enough, although no explanation was given – and had followed an eland track. By midday, they had reached the snout of a glacier called Kolbe. There they were overtaken by a blizzard but managed to get back to their camp by 4.00 p.m. on the same day. Although they had been accompanied by porters, they were so tired that they slept for fourteen hours straight on their return. During their absence the porters left at the camp had repulsed an attack by a herd of buffalo and had shot two of them.


From the mountaineering point of view, there was nothing in this report new to us except the fact that at this altitude even people accompanied by porters and living as free men became victims of exhaustion. Not a pleasant prospect at all. But what we liked less was the story of the buffaloes. We did not want to meet them, as buffaloes are classed by many experienced sportsmen as being among the most dangerous of the African big-game animals. In a 1944 report by Hugh Copley, The Game Animals of East Africa, I later read that on the slopes of Mount Kenya a buffalo after a hard struggle had even killed a lion, reputed to be the king of animals. As a matter of fact, in Western Abyssinia the Galla esteem a man who has killed a buffalo more than one who has killed lion, and the tombs of their chiefs and famous hunters are adorned with buffalo trophies only.


No, the prospect of meeting buffaloes was not at all inviting, since we should be wholly unarmed.


In October, there arrived in our camp a copy of the East Africa Annual, 1942–3. In it we were delighted to find an article written by Lieutenant Colonel C. H. Stockley, which at last cast light on some features of the mountain we intended to ascend. It contained extremely useful information about the vegetation and fauna of these regions, and particularly about the flora zones, which we reckoned would enable us to estimate approximately what altitude we had reached from time to time:


“The violent storms which cover Mount Kenya’s crags and barren screes with snow, drench open moors below the 15,000-foot mark; these are covered with great tufts of coarse grass which make walking just toil and misery, and which become four-foot solid lumps of roots and earth by the time that the tree line is reached. The moors are dotted with six-foot Giant Lobelias and still taller Giant Groundsels of several species, while at their lower edge comes a 500-foot zone of Giant Heather, up to fifteen feet high, containing clumps of six-foot everlastings. This belt of heather is the same as that from which briar pipes are made in Europe, but for some obscure reason the roots are here commercially valueless.


“Below the heather is a 1,000-foot belt of bamboo, then come the lovely camphor trees and, below, the cedars, with other forest trees whose undergrowth includes a six-foot nettle which is the champion vegetable pain producer if sat on: I know.


“Why Mount Kenya should produce such a profusion of exaggerated growths I do not know, though I have been told that they are the result of tropical light rays at high altitude – which leaves me just as ignorant as before.


[image: image]


Fig. 3. “The moors are dotted with six-foot Giant Lobelias and still taller Giant Groundsels of several species. . .”


“. . . Of the largest beasts buffalo go to 14,000 feet on Mount Kenya, while the rhino likes lying up in the Giant Heather. When camped at the top of the tree line at 11,000 feet, a herd of twenty-five elephants spent an afternoon feeding on the opposite slope just across a little valley. In the morning they were still there, standing in an open grassy hollow which was white with frost: an incongruous sight, for elephants and frost do not go together.”


*


A few days later, idly running through the advertisements of the East African Standard, I noticed one that gave me further food for thought:




“RHINO LOOKOUT MINIATURE TREE HOTEL IN MOUNT KENYA FOREST. RECORDS DIFFERENT NIGHTS: THIRTY ELEPHANT FIVE RHINO, FORTY BUFFALO, BEST TIME NEAR FULL MOON . . . NANYUKI.”





One would look in vain for an advertisement of this nature in a European newspaper!


On the whole, it seemed to us that the stories told by the Burguret Camp prisoners I had interviewed were not entirely without foundation and that the most dangerous part of our trip would probably be in the forest zone.


At about this time, a friend of mine, Carlo, an ex-provincial Commissioner from Abyssinia who had been allotted a small room to himself in our camp, allowed us to use his cubbyhole so that we might make our crampons in privacy. To those who enquired about the strange hammering noises, he would explain that we were working on a secret wireless set.


In the meanwhile, I had confided my plan to Umberto, who had been my close companion since the first day of our captivity and who had drawn my attention to Mount Kenya on that May morning, which now seemed so long ago. He had at one time been a good mountaineer, but owing to his poor state of health I had never considered him as a possible partner. As he was of a mechanical turn of mind and was also utterly reliable, I thought that his assistance might prove to be invaluable to us.


I have already related how Mario and I collected steel from the mudguards and running board of a scrapped motor-car on the rubbish heap outside the camp. I had also “acquired” two half-inch steel bars from a consignment that had been brought to the camp for use in the concrete cover of a bakery oven. Hammer and chisel were at hand. Files and drills could be borrowed at the cost of a few cigarettes per evening from a man who had started making cigarette lighters in the camp.


Umberto and I started working on two pairs of crampons. With the cold chisel we cut four large and four small X-shaped plates from the steel sheets, the larger to be put under the soles and the smaller under the heels of our climbing boots. At the end of each arm of these X’s we drilled a hole:


[image: image]


The work was not performed without accidents. Twice we broke a drill and it needed all my powers of persuasion to induce the owner to lend us his third and last.


Another accident might have had more serious consequences: a tiny splinter of steel got into Umberto’s left eye and I had to accompany him at once to the camp hospital to have it removed. Inflammation of the iris followed and Umberto had to stop working for ten days. I do not know if anyone else would have carried on working at our crampons after this accident; it seemed to me only logical that after such an experience, a man not actively interested in our expedition would have been justified in consigning Giuàn and me and the crampons to hell. Umberto did no such thing. As soon as his eye stopped paining him, and as soon as he had recovered his normal sight, he started afresh.


During Umberto’s absence I had prepared thirty-six spikes – one for each of the holes we had drilled in the arms of the X’s – and had filed down the head of each spike as shown in the diagram (left).


[image: image]


Thus as soon as Umberto was able to work again we were able to assemble the various parts. The spikes were hammered cold into their holes and the ends of the arms were bent in order to take the connecting rings (right). These I had cut from the wires of the fences after removing the barbs. It was very appropriate – we remarked – that the same barbed-wire fences that enclosed us should provide material to be used during our escape.


Finally we fitted the rings, one to each arm of the X’s and one to connect the sole and heel sections.


[image: image]


Through the rings we passed the laces that would fasten the crampons to our climbing boots. The crampons had been made to fit our boots exactly and everything went according to plan. We were so proud of our work that we regretted not being able to exhibit these masterpieces around the camp.


Prisoners of war count vanity among their other faults.


*


One day, while I was at the tailor’s barrack having a fitting of the climbing suit which was being made for me from two blankets, a prisoner came in and shouted:


“They’ve all been caught. They are all in the cells now.”


“Who?” I asked, as I did not know of anyone who had escaped in the past few days.


“Mario and his crowd.”


“Mario!” I exclaimed, believing myself to be dreaming.


I soon learnt what had happened.


The previous night, ten people had sent a messenger to Mario asking him if he would like to escape with them. They alleged that ten miles from the camp a lorry was waiting for them which would take them to Mogadishu. Mario agreed and went off with them.


The party of eleven marched throughout the night. At dawn they stopped near a rivulet in order to have a drink and to await the evening before proceeding. They told Mario that the story of the lorry was an invention, and that they had “kidnapped” him in order to include a leader experienced in bush-craft in the party, but the whole story is none too clear to me even today. At about 8.00 a.m. they discovered that they had selected a spot just below a slope on which a unit of K.A.R. was encamped for their bivouac. They tried to move off, which was rather a difficult matter for such a big party. One of the last of them made too much noise and attracted the attention of an Askari who had come down to the rivulet to fetch water. The Askari called up some of his fellows and investigated. To cut a long and foolish story short, by ten o’clock Mario and his eleven companions were back at the camp.


I was mad with anger. How could Mario have believed the story of the lorry? Why had he decided in a matter of minutes to let me down and to go with people he hardly knew by sight?


On the following day, when I saw him taking his hour’s exercise in the cell compound he signalled to me from afar. At first I ignored him but later I approached the wire. He apologised, telling me that the prospect of gaining complete freedom in Somalia had proved too great a temptation as it would have been far better than a mere trip up the mountain with the certainty of punishment on our return to camp.
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