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As winter travel in mountainous country becomes more popular, 

so the number of fatal accidents due to lack of knowledge of snow 

conditions increases. The vast majority of accidents due to ava



lanches occur in the Alps since, during the last decade, an ever- 

increasing number of winter climbers and skiers have visited the 

higher Alpine slopes. In this country we are on the verge of dis

covering the pleasures of skiing but have as yet learned nothing 

of what may lie in store for an uninstructed ski party when ven

turing beyond the confines of what may be termed “backyard 

skiing.” The two books under consideration are the result of 

years of investigation of the reaction of snow to physical condi

tions imposed by nature.

In Lawinen Mr. Flaig sets out to review the history of ava

lanches in the Alps in legend and in fact and goes on to discuss 

the various types and classes of avalanches to be encountered in 

mountainous country. It is interesting to see that the author 

accepts the classification of avalanches as suggested by Zdarsky 

and Paulcke, a marked contrast to that devised by the author of 

the second book to be reviewed. The book is beautifully illustrated 

and the author has taken advantage of the excellent maps of the 

Swiss Federal Survey to outline on them examples of the par

ticular type of avalanche under discussion. The book concludes 

with two short chapters on protection against avalances and meth

ods to be used in searching for victims overwhelmed by them.

Perhaps because it is printed in the English language, but 

more probably on account of the meticulous care with which the 

author has treated the broad subject Snow Structure and Ski 

Fields, this book will be of great value to English-speaking skiers 

and mountainers. The purpose of the book, the author explains, 

is to “attempt to describe and explain the prime causes of snow 

phenomena.” The book is divided into three parts. The first, 

which comprises more than half the book is devoted to the struc

ture of snow and to the physical and mechanical changes which 

occur in snowfields. Such a subject might at first glance appear 

to be one which the layman might shy at for fear of physical or 

chemical complexities. Such, however, is not the case as the 

author has gone to considerable pains to make his points in words 

of one syllable and yet delve into a study of the solid forms of 

water by means of photomicrographs which cannot fail to be of 

interest to the scientific minded. Considerable repetition serves 

only to impress the reader with the importance of fundamentals. 

Parts two and three are devoted to the mechanical factors at work 

in avalanches and to the different sorts of avalanches. The final



chapters deal with safety in the mountains and sound practical 

advice on behavior, should one be so unfortunate as to be caught 

in an avalanche, together with a perhaps all too brief summary 

of the types of snow apt to be encountered at different seasons 

of the year. In dealing with avalanche development Mr. Selig- 

man arrives at a new classification based on the physical com

position of the snow rather than on its age as suggested by 

- Zdardsky and Paulcke. The author points out quite wisely that 

it is easier for the average mountaineer to determine the dryness 

or wetness of snow than to estimate its age. The book concludes 

with an appendix on weather conditions in the Alps by C. K. AI. 

Douglas.

The book is profusely and well illustrated and each chapter 

concludes with a full bibliography of the material discussed. One 

feels perhaps that the author might have made use of maps to 

emphasize his points— not a single one is included in the publica

tion, and the use of maps is too lightly put aside in a single para

graph which both encourages and condemns their use.

The book deserves the study and consideration of everyone 

whose hobby or vocation brings him into contact with snow in 

mountainous country and if it achieves this end it cannot fail to 

make inroads upon the increasing number of winter fatalities.

Two articles, contemporary to these books, deserve considera

tion. That of Rudolf Streiff in Die Alpen for February, 1936, 

pages 46-59, essays to cover in a few short pages the whole field 

of avalanche development. Necessarily the space prohibits any

thing like a full study, however, the article is of value appearing 

as it does in a publication which is so widely read by mountaineers 

and skiers, thereby reaching many who might fail to obtain a 

book on the subject.

The other article by Pierre Brunner in the Revue de Geographie 

Alpine, Fascicule 11 for 1936, pages 357-369, deals with the geo

graphical factors contributing to avalanche development and the 

distribution and effects of avalanches in Switzerland. After dis

cussing the meteorological causes of avalanches, Brunner goes 

on to consider how the physiography and geology of the country 

lend themselves to or hamper the development of avalanches as 

well as the effect of vegetation thereon.

After discussing the distribution of avalanches bearing out 

the foregoing, during which one learns that the phenomenal num-



ber of 17,500 avalanches fall each winter in the Swiss Alps, the 

author concludes with brief paragraphs on the damage caused by 

avalanches and preventive measures being carried out in Switzer

land. A folding map of Switzerland is appended upon which the 

author has tried to indicate as far as possible each avalanche gully 

in the country. As the map is published on a small scale, it fails 

to give a satisfactory picture of the factors physiographic, geologic 

or cultural which contribute to avalanche formation and only a 

general idea of distribution. 
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