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THE GRAN SASSO D'ITALIA 

BY E. ASHWORTH UNDERWOOD 

Y sense of geography is of that selective kind which gives me 
an adequate knowledge of those parts of the world which I have 
visited frequently, and allows me to forget most names of places 

in which I have no immediate interest. The invitation to be a guest 
speaker at the national congress of a learned Italian Society, which was 
to be held at L' Aquila, aroused in me at once therefore not only a sense 
of gratitude but also a spirit of curiosity. Where was L' Aquila? It did 
not take many minutes to ascertain its position in the Southern Apen
nine.s, almost due east of Rome, and .. something of its ancient history. 
It was the very devil of a place to reach from Rome by train, involving a 
journey of anything from four to seven hours, with a change and a wait 
of varying duration at ·Sulmona. The guide-books and encyclopedias 

. emphasised its proximity to the Gran Sasso d 'I talia, the highest mountain 
in Italy south of the Alps. This sounded interesting, and it raised my 
enthusiasm and ambition. Was I perhaps being over-ambitious? After 
all, anything I did would have to be done in one day. I was working on a 
tight schedule; I was well into my seventh decade; and it \vas at least 
five years since I had been on anything that I could call a mountain, 
even in this country. There would be no time whatever for acclimatisa
tion at a height somewhat greater than that of the London area. 

I must have further information. It was then that I discovered that 
a colleague of mine had climbed the Gran Sasso with a friend thirty-four 
years ago. Their morning start had been delayed by the proud hospitality 
of the chief citizen of Assergi, a village lying betvveen L'Aquila and the 
Gran Sasso, and they had therefore had to spend the night on the 
mountain . . He told me that it was bitterly cold, and there were very high 
winds. I now know that these winds caused by the meeting of currents 
of air from the Adriatic Sea in the north and the Tyrrhenian Sea.in the 
south are fabulous. However, it all sounded interesting. My friend 
assured me that it was not just a walk up a green hill. He reminded me 
also of the historic incident which occurred towards the end of the 
Second World War, when Italy .was breaking up. Badoglio was estab
lishing himself, and Mussolini was captured by Badoglio's troops and 
imprisoned on the Gran Sasso range. But the Germans had 'rescued' 
Mussolini in a daring attack and had taken him off to Germany. It all 
came back to me. Still actuated somewliat by scientific caution, and 
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avid for demonstrable evidence, I then · consulted the Enciclopedia 
I taliana. Here was as good a short description of the region as I could 
desire, with excellent photographs showing interesting rock formations, 
glaciers, and all the rest. My mind was made up to have a go. When I 
left London, with a full programme of work in Switzerland, Northern 
Italy, and Rome, I took with me a rucksack with some kit. 

Having carried through the earlier part of my programme, I reached 
L' Aquila for the start of the Congress on Thursday, September 26. It 
is a cliarming old town, almost completely unknown to foreigners, but 
much beloved by the Italians. There is an ancient university of sorts
which, incidentally, is not mentioned by Powicke and Emden ·and in 
recent years, after long oblivion, it has been resuscitated. At that distance 
the Gran Sasso did not look very impressive. From fairly recent Italian 
guide-books I had learned that in 1934 a funivia had been constructed. 
running from a point north-east of Assergi, at a height of about 3, 700 ft., 
to the beginning of the vast plateau, the Campo Imperatore, at about 
6,goo ft. On the next day the Congress, in intervals between various 
communications, had a coach tour during which lunch was provided-by 
the authorities at the new hotel, La Villetta, which is adjacent to the 
lower station of the funivia. During that lunch I made various inquiries 
on the spot. The serious work of the Congress was to finish on the 
following evening (Saturday). As I had to be in Rome by early on the 
following Monday afternoon, it was clear that any attempt which I 
might make on the Gran Sasso would have to be made on the Sunday. 
It was also clear that, as the funivia functioned only in winter for the 
skiing, I would have to climb nearly 6,ooo ft. to the summit, and that, 
if I continued to stay in my hotel at L' Aquila, I would have to have 
transport very early on Sunday morning to take me to La Villetta. I 
therefore reserved a room at La Villetta for the Saturday night and the 
Sunday night. 

My intention was to climb the Gran Sasso alone, with the hope that 
I would not stray too far from the quickest route. In a brief break on 
the Friday afternoon I therefore bought a map of the district provided 
by the Touring Club Italiano of Milan. Later that evening, in conversa
tion with my host the President of the Congress, I mentioned that I 
was going to cut the proceedings on the Sunday in order to attack the 
mountain. He immediately wanted to know who was going with me, 
and if I had a guide. I said, 'No, I'm· going alone'. He thought it 
was a mistake, but added' Don't take my word for it. There is Professor 

; he is the President of the local branch of the Alpine Club. 
Let me introduce you to him.' The introduction made, and my in ten dec! 
folly duly explained, the professor was equally emphatic that I ought to 
have a guide. The paths were very badly marked in these parts; it was 
very easy to lose one's way and so lose also much precious time. Clouds 
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were also troublesome at times, and in these conditions some regions of 
the ~mountain were very dangerous. If I did not have a guide he thought 
that there was a good chance that I would not reach the summit and 
also make the descent in one day. If I wanted a guide, he would make the 
necessary a1;rangements. I capitulated to the extent of not making any 
definite arrangements but leaving the matter to him. 

The next morning (Saturday) we all left L'Aquila in coaches at 
7 a.m. on a very long tour in the Apennines. It was fascinating to visit 
the birthplace of the Italic League, to see the ancient relics which had 
been excavated there, and to be lectured on them by an Italian professor 
who talked with the tongues of angels and the knowledge of a Schliemann ; 
to luxuriate for some brief minutes in the soft air and the delicate colours 
surrounding the birthplace of Ovid; to carry on our official work for a 
.period amid the splendours of the ancient town of Sulmona; and to 
have our first meal no breakfast! in the late afternoon when we 
enjoyed the hospitality and the beautiful local costumes of Scanno, 
by its famous lake. But all this took time, and it was 9 p.m. when we 
arrived back at the hotel in L' Aquila. On arrival I was handed a message 
to the effect that the professor had been as good as his word, and that a 
guide would meet me at La Villetta at 7 a.m. next morning. So I secured 
a car as soon as possible and established myself at 10 p.m. at La Villetta. 

Next morning Sunday, September 29 I was fed and ready when 
the guide arrived. His first question was, how old was I ? I told him, 
and the doubt, which had been flitting over his countenance, became 
more definite. He said he was forty-eight. It was quite clear that he did 
not think I would do it. In the course of our very friendly and pleasant 
relations during that day it appeared that he frequently had patrons whose 
ambitions were larger than their attainments, and who indeed did not 
make it. However, we set off up the not-too-easy foothills which in. 
winter are ironed out by the funivia. 

It was during this preliminary climb that my guide told me something 
about himself. During each winter he was one of the chief if not the 
chief skiing and rock-climbing instructors on the Mont Blanc range 
at Courmayeur. We both had happy memories of ' The Angel ' in that 
place. He spent each summer in his home country on the Gran Sasso. 
He was often out at night: guiding the strayed, bringing in the injured, 
and looking for the dead. This did not sound too encouraging; but I 
said to myself' Sempre avanti ', and up we went. Somewhat less than a 
couple of hours saw us at the intermediate station of the funivia, when 
we had a brief rest before continuing. 

It was during this part of the climb that I raised the question of 
Mussolini.1 On the newer maps of the area there is marked the Albergo, 

1 Probably the best account of the German rescue of Mussolini in September, 
1943, occurs in F. W. Deakin's recent biography, The Brutal Enemy. EDITOR. 
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situated at the north-western end of the Campo Imperatore and quite 
near the upper station of the funivia. The two were obviously associated, 
and had, I think, been built at the same time, about I 934· My guide 
said that he knew all about the incident. Mussolini had been confined 
in the A lbergo by the Badoglio faction. Had he heard anything about it 
from the local residents? Oh, yes, everybody had talked about it. Had 
he been in the army at that time ? He said, ' No '. As a matter of fact he 
had been the manager of the hotel at the time of the incident . . At this 
news I became very inquisitive. Had there been much shooting ? I 
gathered from his replies that there had indeed been a very great deal 
of shooting on both sides at first. The German troops had flown in from 
two sides in gliders, and had attacked the hotel with gusto from two 
flanks. I then asked how many men had been engaged. He said, on the 
Italian side fifty picked troops and fifty carabinieri; on the German side, 
a hundred and five soldiers. I then asked the inevitable question: With 
all that shooting, how many men had been killed ? He replied that one 
man had been killed further down the valley how exactly I do not 
know; but at the hotel,' Niente '. It was incredible. Over two hundred 
men engaged in a fierce shooting match, and no casualties ! There could 
be only one deduction. This unspoken comment was partly confirmed 
shortly afterwards by my guide, who said that, after the proceedings had 
gone so far , the Italians came out with their hands up, claiming that they 
were at heart partisans of Mussolini, and that they had been suborned 
into these invidious guard duties by the Badoglio faction. Anyhow, the 
Germans relieved the Albergo of its perhaps unwelcome guest, and it 
settled down thereafter to the quiet purposes for which it had been built. 

After a brief stay at the A lbergo we set out, passing the small observatory, 
and making rapidly for the mountain proper. On the preliminary ascent 
the weather had been kind. There were fleeting clouds which sometimes 
enveloped us, but there had been a fair amount of sun, and we could often 
enjoy the view. Now, however, the terrain and the weather changed. 
The whole mountain seemed to be made of something resembling marble, 
and the paths, such as they were, wound perpetually through a sea of 
gravel, chips and boulders. For what seemed many kilometres we 
climbed up through clouds swirling around us. Our clothes were wet, 
and there was seldom any view. At one point the cloud lifted slightly and 
I perceived on one hand a wall of rock. My guide said it was the base of 
Monte Aquila. I took his word for it. 

In the all pervading cloud it was difficult for me to have any certain 
knowledge of the route which we took. But I feel that we must have 
skirted the eastern slopes of Monte Aquila. This statement is based on 
my recollection that the base of that peak lay on our left as we ascended. 
The western approach looks much shorter on the map, and if we took 
that we must have passed along the Sella di Monte Aquila. At any 
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rate we certainly proceeded northwards by way of the Sella di Corno 
Grande. It was about this point that we began to come out of the clouds, 
and we had a glimpse of the Corno Piccolo (8,650 ft.) behind and slightly 
to the left of the clouds that masked the Corno Grande (9,558 ft.). We 
now made direct for the Corno Grande. The ascent became steeper and 
quite rough, and soon there were patches of last winter's snow. Several 
hundred feet from the summit the clouds around it cleared, and there
after our goal was constantly in sight. I found the last four hundred 
feet quite tough, and that in places the use of the hands made for more 
rapid progress. But then, I was completely out of condition for exertion 
at that height. 

Just after 2.30 p.m. about seven hours from the start, including 
stops we reached the summit, which is nearly 6,ooo ft. above our 
starting point. Below us, at the foot of the precipitous North face of the 
Corno Grande, lay the Calderone glacier, slightly shrouded in cloud. 
Further to the north the Corno Piccolo stood out, grim and full of 
colour, above its cloud base. Some of the other peaks were clearly 
visible, and quite imposing they looked. Some of the country below 
was also discernible, and at one point away to the east there was a flash 
of sea. But while the unrelenting weather had given me a cool and 
relatively dry ascent, it had robbed me of that grand panorama of central 
Italy which I had hoped to see. 

After the usual short rest at the summit we began the descent at 
3 p.m. 'Descendente, tutt' i santi aiutono' is especially true of this 
mountain, for natural weathering has provided it with innumerable 
screes. While we had toiled laboriously up by a somewhat zig-zag route, 
we came straight down wherever possible. ' Scree-skiing' was not a 
method of which I had had any great ~xperience. But my guide was an 
expert, and we were soon pursuing parallel paths. He was pleased with 
n1y progress, and was naturally anxious to make the most of it and to 
get through much of the descent before it became completely dark. 
Alas, a mountain can defeat the estimates of even the greatest experts ! 
Although I felt that we were descending really rapidly, it was nearly 
5.30 p.m. when we at last approached the Campo Imperatore. During 
much of the descent to the plateau I was constantly receiving surprises. 
I found at certain parts that I had been that way before. On the ascent 
I had hopefully plodded in my guide's footsteps along narrow paths, 
while the swirling clouds had obscured everything that lay more than a 
few yards away. But now that the clouds had cleared lower down, it 
was plain that at some points there was a precipitous drop at one side of 
the path. I could then well understand the statement that this mountain 
had hidden dangers for anyone who attempted it alone. 

At the Albergo on the Campo Imperator~ we stopped for a rest and to 
eat a little of our provisions. It was the first time I had eaten since 
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breakfast: I had not felt that I wanted anything. The setting sun was 
by this time shining brilliantly, and I slipped out to take a photograph 
of the Albergo. Ordinarily looking somewhat like a barracks, in the 
sun's rays it seemed quite romantic. But a cloud was approaching very 
rapidly from the east, and before I could take the picture the first fingers 
of the advancing white blanket had enveloped half of it perhaps in an 
attempt ·to efface the memory of that bloodless battle of nearly twenty 
years ago. Then we proceeded on our way, and as we started the clouds 
broke asunder, and there was Monte Aquila, an enormous rose pink 
pyramid in the rays of the now rapidly setting sun. Even my guide, 
surfeited with the beauties of the high mountains, exclaimed involun
tarily 'Ah, ch' e bello il colore' and burst into song. 

We started this lower descent at 6 p.m. and made good progress. 
This upper part was not particularly suitable for scree-skiing, but vve 
did it wherever there were suitable screes. By now it was becoming 
dark; and while above us the upper station of the funivia was still brightly 
illuminated by the last of the sun's rays the Albergo is over the ridge 
and is invisible from below we were clambering down among deep 
shadows. A substantial moon was rising, however, and I had no .fear of 
complete darkness. During this time we had been coming down much 
further east than the path of our ascent, and soon it became necessary 
to make a decision. We could bear more to the west, approaching our 
former path, at the expense of a considerable loss of time; or we could 
continue straight down in a rather steep and rugged gully which now 
lay before us. For a few seconds my guide hesitated, and then he said 
we ought to try it. I suggested that it was perhaps rather dark for 
there was now only a fitful moonlight. But my guide said there would 
be 'only a few kilometres of this' and then we would strike a good path 
to the foot. I capitulated, and we set off. Scree-skiing was now much 
more difficult, for there was scarcely sufficient light to distinguish a 
safe type of scree. However, I took some care and for a time all went 
well. Then, in the semi-darkness I made a false step, setting my foot 
rather heavily on the type of scree which never behaves itself properly. 
The result was not in doubt the only matter for dispute being the 
number of times I rolled over and over on the scree before I managed to 
stop. My guide was very upset in case I had broken a bone, for he 
considered that I was his responsibility. I assured him that, apart from 
a few bruises, I was all right, and that the fault was entirely mine which 
indeed it was. But the statement that I was ' all right' was not strictly 
true. My facial sensations gave it the lie direct. I dab bed my countenance 
with a handkerchief in the semi-darkness, to see how badly it had been 
disfigured. I could find very little loss of blood. But next day I had 
engagements in the civilised city of Rome, and I could scarcely fulfil 
them with a countenance which felt like raw beef. 

' 
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Our progress was now not unnaturally rather slower, since it was 
now darker in the gullies, and I was chary about putting another foot 
wrong. Besides, part of my attention was centred on my face. However, 
the rest of the descent was made without further mishap, and we arrived 
at La Villetta at 8.30 p.m. I cannot recollect ever having been so anxious 
to look in a mirror. But one look settled my fears. Despite the fact that 
my face felt all over as if someone had operated on it very effectively with 
a rasp, there were only a few slight abrasions. I would be able to appear 
in society again! It was quite surprising how long the burning sensation 
lasted several days ! 

Mindful of Sir Clifford Allbutt's advice I had a light supper a big 
plate of bouillon and some fish. Then to bed not overtired. Next 
morning I caught the carriere at 9 a.m. and I was in Rome by I p.m. 
Life went on as usual. But there was always the recollection of that 
wonderful day; its memory of a goal achieved with effort, of an historic 
moment in the history of a nation, of a great mountain saying 'good
night' ,to the sun, and, most incisive Qf all, a healthy respect for marble 
chips. 
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