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ALPINE TRAVEL-A RETROSPECT. 
By COLONEL J. M. BEAMISH. 

Retired Pay, late Royal Army Medical Corps. 

ALTHOUGH to some extent autres temps autres m(£urs may 
rightly be prefaced to this latter-day account of an ascent of 
Mont Blanc in 1893, the writer is induced to record his experiences 
in August of that year, compiled from notes made at the time, 
from a knowledge that, till a railway or aviation inaugurates a new 
era, the difficulties of the undertaking must remain much the 
same as hitherto; the most notable difference-that of time 
occupied in its performance since the first ascents by Balmat and 
others in 1786-87-being attributable mainly to lack of experience 
in the past and improved aids to mountaineering in more recent 
times. 

It is further hoped that, despite more modern, though perhaps 
less sporting, methods of ascent, interest may still be sustained in 
time-honoured pedestrian adventure, from the physical training 
which it encourages no less than the special enjoyment which it 
promotes. ' 

I commence my narrative with the circumstances which led to 
my making the ascent of Mont Blanc. I arrived at Chamonix 
from Geneva, via Cluses and Sallanches, by rail and diligence, 
about 6 p.m. on August 24th, 1893, in good time for the table 
d' hate dinner at the Hotel d'Angleterre. I had, on arrival, no 
intention whatever of climbing the great mountain, till, after 
dinner, the interest begot of a conversation between a party of 
three Frenchmen who had just returned from the Grands :!\Iulets, 
after having accomplished the ascent of Mont Blanc the previous 
day, induced me to reconsider my situation, to sleep on the subject 
of an ascent, and see what another day might bring forth. The 
weather in the valley, as in our own islands, had, so I ascertained, 
been fine for months, and I was also informed that several ascents 
had been made during the previous month or six weeks. A change, 
however, seemed impending, and the forebodings of the weather 
were, on the whole, not favourable. 

The morning of the 25th broke cloudy, but without rain; 
a dense fog enveloped Mont Blanc itself, extending, in a partial 
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316 Alpine Tmvel-A Retro.~pect 

degree, to the lower peaks surrounding it. I abandoned my idea 
of an ascent, and started, at 8.45 a.m., on foot, with a single guide, 
in a quite opposite direction, for Montanvert and the Mer de Glace, 
which was reached about 10.30, and, after a halt of twenty 
minutes-more or less-our descent to the valley was resumed by 
the Mauvais Pas, after crossing the Mer de Glace. The valley was 
soon reached, and while proceeding on the level road to Chamonix, 
I interrogated -my guide as to the prospects of the weather and 
the possibility of gaining the Grands Mulets1 the same afterp.oon. 
-His verdict was favourable on both points, and he eagerly tendered 
his services, not, however, yet accepted, for the advance to Mont 
Blanc. We arrived at the hotel at 12.30 p.m., and by this time 
the fog had quite cleared off the mountains. 

I immediately enquired at the Bureau des Guides as to the 
capabilities of my attendant guide for making an immediate ascent. 
The verdict was again favourable, and a resolution was formed to 
start at 2 p.m., leaving only an hour and a half to make all 
arrangements. The guide selected two comrades, 'and I set about 
putting some climbing kit together-a process in which I was 
materially aided by the hotel" boots," a man of middle age who 
had ascended the mountain sorne eighteen years before. He got 
my boots (those which I usually wore) shod, and provided me with 
an ice-axe (an implement which, I believe, I had never seen, cer
tainly never handled before), a Balaklava cap, two pairs of stockings, 
a pair of gaiters, coloured spectacles, and mittens. r wore an 
ordinary tweed knickerbocker suit and a flannel shirt of medium 
thickness. My three guides, or rather, two guides and a porter, 
were meanwhile making their preparations. I took only a chicken 
(cooked) and two small flasks of brandy from the hotel, as arrange
ments for catering were then, and I suppose are still, usually left 
to be completed at the Grands Mulets. Before starting, I had a 
substantial lunch, consisting of beefsteak, Munich beer, and cheese. 

Our party of four, equipped in this extemporaneous fashion, 
started on foot from Chamonix as the clock was striking two. 
Following the right bank of the Arve for half an hour by the main 
road down the valley, and crossing the river by a bridge on our 
left, we commenced the ascent on a rough winding road through 
a pine-covered slope for the lower third of the distance, and after
wards through more open ground as far as Pierre Pointue (7,000 
feet above sea-level), where we arrived soon after 4 p.m., and 

1 Second stage to Mont Blanc and 10,000 feet above sea-level. 
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J. M. Beamish 3]7 

halted a few minutes. Feeling thirsty, I had a cup of milk in 
Seltzer water during the halt. Continuing our course over a rugged 
path between naked rocks on the eastern side of the glacier of 
Busson, we embarked on the ice an hour later, travelling some 
distance across the glacier without encountering any very formid
able obstacle, till the increasing frequency and width of the crevasses 
made it advisable to rope ourselves together in the usual way. It 
soon became necessary to cross the larger crevasses on ladders, 
which were fixed in a few places for the convenience of wayfarers. 

'1.'he difficulty or danger-not entirely absent, of course-in 
crossing by means of these ladders, which are of varying length 
(from 5 to 20 feet), need not be exaggerated. A much more present 
source of danger consisted in stepping over even a narrow crevasse 
on to a ledge, in places not more than a foot wide, along which it 
became necessary to walk a distance of 20 or 30 feet sometimes 
before reaching a crevasse at the other end, bridged or not, as the 
case may be. A steadiness of balance is essential under these condi
tions, all movements being in the erect position instead of on all 
fours, as is usual where a ladder is crossed. A false step in such a 
situation might endanger the lives of a whole party, who must be 
all on the ledge at the same time, with no other alternative than 
a yawning abyss on either side. Critical situations like this are, 
however, infrequent, and are, as a rule, successfully overcome, after 
which the ascent to the Grands Mulets, if more steep and snowed 
up in places than it is lower down the glacier, is entirely devoid 
of danger or risk, presuming favourable circumstances of weather. 
I may note that at this point of steeper ascent 1 suffered from 
temporary cramp of the extensor muscles of the right thigh imme
diately above the knee, doubtless due to a hard day's work and 
insufficient training in what was then, though not formerly, an 
unwonted exercise. 

We reached the GrandsMulets in the manner described at 
7.10 p.m., or five hours and ten minutes from Chamonix, which 
must be considered a good performance to judge from the time 
allowed in the guide-books, and when it is taken into account that 
the chief guide and myself had already accomplished a journey of 
about ] 7 miles to the Mer de Glace and Mauvais Pas, 3,000 feet 
nearly, uphill from Chamonix and down again, on the forenoon 
of the same day. At the Grands Mulets, during a stay of seven 
hours (7.10 p.m., 25th, to 2.15 a.m., 26th), none of our party 
complained of cold, the degree of which, judged by sensations only, 
did not fall much below freezing point within the hut during any 
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318 Alpine Tmvel-A Retrospect 

part· of the night. The hut, under the immediate management 
of a small staff (two people) detached from the Chalet at Pierre 
Pointue (vide sup.), was in fair order, provided with blankets and 
eatables, the latter, however, not of a very appetising kind. I was 
content with a little soup prepared soon after our arrival, after 
which I laid down, fatigued certainly, though not distressed in 
any way, and quite warm enough; despite the wind which, blowing 
in gusts every now and then, found its way through the not very 
air-tight window above my cot. My stable companion in tbemost 
habitable apartment-a room about 12 feet square-was a' young 
Frenchman who was resting for the night, having descended from 
the summit in the afternoon, and who comforted the less advanced 
traveller by the expressions" efJrayant," " epouvantable," as applied 
to his morning adventure. 

My complaint at this stage was of sleeplessness; my guide com
panions appeared to be in their usual health, in no way disturbed 
by the situation. They were up betimes, their movements being 
audible to me on my wakeful pillow, an hour or more before I was 
called at 1.30 a.m. After a toilet of the briefest and most unfinished 
description, I forced myself to partake of an omelet with coffee 
and milk and some coarse bread. My companions, having disposed' 
of a square morning meal, were meanwhile providing themselves 
with another substantial repast for the upper journey, which included 
bread, meat, honey, and claret, the last-name~ carried in a flat 
circular tin slung on the porter's back. 

At 2.15 a.m. we threaded our way by the dim light of a small 
lantern round the bare shelving rock (Fr. vire) adjoining the 
Cabane to the more open space covered with snow on the summit 
of the glacier. The ascent was gradual over good ground on the 
whole, though the snow was soft and impeded progress in places, 
till we reached the Grand Plateau:-12,000 feet above the sea-soon 
after daylight. The rising sun, with its well-known sublime effects 
at these altitudes, followed us during our advance westward from 
this point over much steeper ascents, varied occasionally by shorter, 
comparatively easy gradients, till the Vallot hut, situated on the 
edge of a shelving rock near the lower observatory and 2,000 feet 
below the summit, was reached about 7.30 a.m. Here a halt of 
upwards of an hour was made, during which the guides had a good 
second breakfast, while I-rather chilled by the slow progress and 
frequent s1?ort halts which were necessary on my account, to take 
breath and slake thirst with lumps of frozen snow during the 
steeper ascents in the cold of the early morning-wished to be let 
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J. M. Beamish 319 

alone and merely rest. I did, however, eat a little bread and chicken -
by compulsion and after entreaty on the part of my comrades, who 
rightly considered that I should want· all I could take in the way of 
food for the last struggle in front of us. I had with me a bottle 
of coffee and milk, which I did not relisp, and finished my scanty 
breakfast with a draught of claret. , 

We were now at an elevation 6f as nearly as possible 14,000 feet, 
the sky was clear, scarcely a light cloud being visible, the air almost 
still, and to gaze on the scene of desolation above and around us on 
every side, while basking in the grateful morning sun, was more 
acceptable than shelter in the Cabane close by which was accessible 
to. us. One of my thoughtful .and always attentive companions 
procured a blanket from the hut which he placed between me and 
the snow, near a ledge of rock, on the sunny and sheltered side. 
Upon this I lay, and, aided by. the little refreshment of which 
I partook and the growing warmth of the sun, in an hour had 
revived considerably. 

It being then 8.30 a.m., we made a start for the final ascent 
of about 2,000 feet, first in a south and then in a south-easterly 
direction towards the summit. The lj bosses du' dromadaire" were 
first encountered, comprising three successive ice-bound ridges 
(aretes) with intervening saddles, scarped and precipitous, on either 
side. Here we were obliged to make frequent short halts and to 
cut steps on the incline of about 40°, the leader usually making 
a nick, upon which No. 2 (myself) improved, and the third ,and 
fourth in turn doing the same, to facilitate progress. In this way 
the round shield-like summit, shelving north and south with pro
longations in the transverse direction east and west, of an easier 
gradient by the route of ascent from the west, was reached at 10.::30, 
and at the south-east extremity, where a skeleton hut (since 
completed as an observatory) had then been recently erected, the 
summit was gained at 10.45 a.m., August 26th. 

A marvellous panorama, under a cloudless sky, revealed itself 
from this point. Eastward in the far distance Monte Rosa, the 
Matterhorn, and other peaks of the Pennine Alps; south and south
west the chain of the little St. Bernard (Graian Alps) stretching 
towards Mont Cenis; between these two points, south-east, in the 
direction of Piedmont and Turin, a valley, supposed to bE;) that 
leading to the village of Courmayeur, in which its river pursuing 

_ a straight course south-east with a road on its left bank could be 
plainly seen. West and north-west, an extension of the Mont Blanc 
chain with no very distant mountains visible. North, the Lake of 
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320 Alpine 1'ravel-A Retrospect 

Geneva, its blu:e waters peering out for a great part of its length 
between peaks of considerable elevation in the foreground which 
obstructed a complete and continuous view. North-east, immedi
ately at foot, the valley of Chamonix, in which the very houses 
could be distinguished by. the aid of a field-glass; on the right 
in the same direction north-east, the Aiguilles near Chamonix, 
and further, over· the Tete Noir Pass, the outline of the Rhone 
valley, wbere the mountains converge to a basin at Martigny. 
Following the sky-line still further north-east, with an inclination. 
to the left, a distant but distinct view of the snowy range of the 
Bernese Alps, the individual peaks, however, not being plainly 
discernible. Under foot a huge mound capped with eternal snow. 

The air was keen and bracing, cold and cutting when a gust of 
wind; at intervals, whistled through the framework of the unfinished 
" Cabane " but at other times quite bearable and probably not much, 
jf anything, below freezing point at that time of the day (11 a.m.). 
Soon after quitting the lower Observatory near the Vallot hut, we 
discerned a party of five toiling through the snow on our track a 
short distance behind us. We had previously left the same party 
resting at the but. They proved to be four guides escorting an 
English-speaking man of middle age, whose face was much blistered 
from the sun and cold air combined. I suffered myself from blis
tered face and neck on Mont Blanc; and travellers at high eleva
tions in the Himalayas complain of heat as much as, or more than, 
cold. They arrived at the summit a few minutes after we did. My 
compatriot and· I did little more than exchange salutations and a 
remark on the stiffness of the final climb, when he and his party, 
after a breath and a refresher, roped again and were off down the 
northern face, bound for Chamonix. As we delayed some minutes 
longer they got a fair start of us and were soon lost to view. 

Our stay on the summit did not exceed a quarter of an bour or 
twenty minutes, as time was precious, to enable us to complete the 
return journey to Chamonix the same day, which we did, without stay
ing a second night at the Grands Mulets. Accordingly we followed, 
this time some way behind our leaders, first down a gradual slope 
on the north face of the mountain, ending soon in a very precipitous 
descent which we made zig-zag fashion over frozen snow for a 
considerable distance· into·· a steep gulley (couloir) where the snow 
had accumulated, and, being now partially thawed by the increasing 
heat of the day, made progress fitful and irregul:1r. At this stage 
a rest at intervals would have been most acceptable, but was not 
permitted by the guides, who dreaded the descent of an avalanche at 
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J. M. Beamish 321 

tbis time of day (about noon) and in our particular situation. At 
the lower end of this gully an equally steep but· shorter descent
really over the face of a glacier-brought us to our promised land at 
the south extremity of the Grand Plateau, where we halted about 
1 p.m. at safe distance from the treacherous eminences by which 
we were surrounded. 

Words fail to describe the unparalleled grandeur of this secluded 
spot. Cold, barren, and trackless, except for tbe footprints, soon 
obliterated, of the occasional traveller, destitute of all traces of life, 
inhospitable, scarce accessible to the soaring eagle, approached only 
by the enterprise and endurance of man, a plain and unsullied 
whiteness, surmounted by the azure vault of heaven, encircled by 
an adamantine barrier of perennial snow and ice, mysterious and 
weird in its loneliness, a sealed volume, revealed to the outer world 
'solely by the majestic glaciers which dip their probosces into tbe 
valley below. 

Our halting ground for the space of half an hour or so lay in 
this open plain without shelter of any kind; the sun had acquired 
considerable power, and here I felt the unpleasant effects of unusual 
elevation more than hitherto-in headache, some excitement of the 
circulation, and nausea. These, however, soon passed off. Here, 
also, my companions found another opportunity of regaling them
selves with wine (if not milk) and honey, while I looked on 
anxiously waiting for their grace after meals, quite refreshed on 
nothing except a rest, and braced up for thebomeward journey. At 
last we moved directly across the level plain for upwards of a mile 
to its northern extremity, where we. struck the path we had left 
in the morning and actually picked up a lantern left near the 
track after daylight when it was no longer of use. It will be 
gathered from tbis statement that the routes of ascent and descent 
here diverge; for the remainder of the downward journey they 
are identical. 

At this point our hitherto good fortune did not desert us. The 
avalanche, so much dreaded by Alpine travellers, had indeed 
appeared, but at a safe distance from us, eastward of the Grand 
Plateau, as we ·bad emerged from it and were travelling securely 
at a good pace over the incline known as the Grandes Montees 
towards the Petit Plateau, about an bour from the Grands Mulets. 
A sharp rattle resembling the crack of a piece of ordnance, a look ' 
round in the direction whence the sound came, and lo! a shower 
of snow and deb1·is, followed instantly by an enormous frozen mass, 
which leaped from the side of the sullen mountain, to be lost to 
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322 Alpine Travel-A Retrospect 

view the next moment in the ravine below; another cloud of snow 
in its track and all was over! 

We reached the Grands Mulets at 3.30 p.m., and, resting there 
for half an hour only, retraced our steps across the glacier of 
Busson which we had safely traversed by 5.30 p.m., in broad daylight 
and a somewhat hot afternoon sun. The remainder of the journey 
to Chamonix was entirely uneventful, performed on foot, after 
unroping at the edge of the glacier, and mostly in the dark after 
leaving Pierre Poilltue (7,000 feet), where we made a short halt. 

We arrived at Chamonix a little before 9 p.m., having made 
no baste, the roughness of the road and consequent slackness of 
our pace in the dark keeping time admirably with our tired, yet by 
no means exhausted, condition. I registered my ascent the next 
day at the Bureau des Guides, receiving the number 1,344 since 
Balmat's first ascent in August, 1786, Colonel Beaufroy's name 
appearing as the first Englishman, third on the register, immediately 
after that of de Saussure-both the latter in August, 1787, the 
year after Balmat's ascent. It is more than probable, however, 
that many ascents have not been registered, especially of late 
years. 

We were absent from Chamonix altogether thirty-one hours
from 2 p.m. August 25th- to 9 p.m. August, 26th-of which about 
twenty-one hours were spent in travel (divided between thirteen 
during ascent and eight during descent respectively), and ten in 
halts, the last including a night of seven hours at Grands Mulets 
on the upward journey, and three elsewhere, including twenty 
minutes or so on the summit. 

As regards the merits of the ascent, I may further be permitted 
to quote the words of an independent and competent authority, 

-Sir Martin Conway, in his "Alps from End to End," vide Pall 
Mall Gazette of July 14th, 1894, wherein he writes :-

"The general public are right to regard Mont Blanc as pre
eminent among the Alps; for not only does it surpass all others 
in altitude, but it outshines them in splendour of form and dignity 
of mass, it forms the subject of a longer and more eventful history, 

_ it is overshadowed by the gloom of more calamities, it commands 
a more glorious panorama, it possesses nobler and more varied ice
scenery, and its ascent enters into the f~bric of the memory of 
more intelligent persons than is the case with any other mountain 
in Central Europe." 

I may remark in conclusion, that 15,000 or 16,000 feet of eleva
tion in the Tropics is by no means the equivalent of a similar height 
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in Europe, where the snow-line is much lower and mountaineering 
difficulties are encountered much earlier in the line of ascent than 
in the Tropics; also, that in my own case I was severely handi
capped by a long morning walk (to the Mer de Glace, vide sup.) on 
the forenoon of the day of ascent. 

A word as to expense: £15 to £16 should cover necessary 
expenses of the trip, say, from London, including cost of special 
outfit as detailed. 

• 

lReports. 

THIRD REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON PHYSIOLOGICAL 
EFFECTS OF FOOD, TRAINING AND CLOTHING ON THE 
SOLDIER. 

(Oontimted from p. 94.) 

BACTERIOLOGICAL REPORT, BY MAJOR C. E. P. FOWLER, R.A.M.C. 

Tin No. l. 

Beef, L, canned; Supply Reserve Depot, November, 1904. Examined 
.Tanuary 21st, 1907. 

Tin undamaged. OnA hole only Realed. Both ends much blown. On 
puncture there was an escape of most offensive gas, of putrid odour. 
Many cultures were made into broth tubes from material extracted by 
the insertion, through the puncture hole, of a sterile wire. The broth 
tubes were placed under aerobic and anaerobic conditions and incubated 
at 37° C.and 22° C. On opening out the tin, the contents appeared to 
be in a decomposed condition~ The meat fibre was softened, the fat semi
fluid, the gelatine liquefied, and' the putrid odour most penetra~ing. The 
contents were markedly acid. The material at the ends of the tin 
showed the greatest signs of decay, but the whole contents were more or 
less affected. The inside of the tin was not much blackened. 

February 5th, 1907.-The broth tubes under aerobic conditions show 
no sign of growth. The broth tubes under anaerobic conditions at 22° O. 
show no sign of growth. Of the broth tubes under anaerobic conditions 
at 37° C., one shows a marked growth, three of the others a poor growth. 
All these possess the same offensive and putrid odour as the original meat . 

. The contents of the broth tubes showing a growth were examined; each 
contained the same organism in pure culture possessing the following 
characters :-
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