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As the sub-title suggests, Gary Hemming was a climber of the 1950s 
and ’60s — my generation. He climbed in California, New York, Wyoming, 
and the Alps, performed a daring and famous rescue on a route of his on the 
West Face of the Petit Dru, and killed himself at Jenny Lake in the Tetons in 
the last year of that era, 1969. The subject of this biography, its author and



its English publishers are my friends. I’m the person least able to judge how 
interesting this book is to those who didn’t know Gary. However, the role of 
storyteller is more interesting and noble than that of literary critic, and I have 
a story to tell of how this book came to be.

Written by the Italian writer and mountaineering scholar Mirella 
Tenderini, Gary Hemming was first published in French in France, next pub
lished in Italian, and then in Spanish. The first English language incarnation 
of Gary Hemming’s story was a movie script for Robert Redford. The first 
public access to the story in English was Solo Faces, the novel James Salter 
made from his script.

Mirella is bilingual in French and Italian. Since most of the dramatic 
events of Hemming’s life except the last occurred in France, where 
Hemming was something of a national hero, the book was first published for 
that ready audience. For reasons not completely clear to this provincial 
American, the recent fall of the remnants of the pre-WW II fascist regime in 
Spain unleashed the publication of a whole slew of mountaineering books. 
It sort of makes intuitive sense if you’ve read your Hemingway. Now it is in 
English, though it does not have an American distributor. Even this makes 
ultimate sense. One of the mysteries of the story of Hemming’s life is 
whether his countrymen will find it interesting.

I first heard of this book 11 years ago when Mirella wrote to me: “I am 
compiling a biography of Gary Hemming and I’m looking for information 
all over the world,” were her opening words. She explained further:

“The biography I plan is in book form, for the general public (although 
it will have a lot of climbing accounts in it). I never knew Hemming. I ’m the 
wife of an Italian rock climber and a writer on mountaineering and my inter
est in Hemming arose from the lack of documentation on his outstanding 
activity in the Alpine range. During my search I became less interested in the 
climber and more in the man.”

Could Mirella have but known how insidious was that shift in interest! 
Two years later she wrote:

“I am treasuring the manuscript you sent me a couple of years ago, wait
ing for my book on Gary Hemming to advance and ask you the permission 
to use the material you sent me. I have worked four years now interviewing 
people and gathering information, but cannot finish my work yet because 
there are too many gaps.”

Mirella was a featured speaker at the Ninth International Festival of 
Mountaineering Literature at Bretton Hall in England this past November. In 
the morning she reviewed for us her work on the history of Italian moun
taineering, a remarkable performance which moved Andy Popp to say:

“Mirella showed us how we might begin the writing of something 
which climbing has long been in need of, a real history of the activity…



I doubt that I will often hear a neater or more intelligent exploration of the 
evolution of mountaineering. Powerful and evocative character sketches of 
leading climbers and writers, often one and the same person, were com
bined with telling reference to other wider currents of history; political, 
social and cultural history were all included in a way that went far beyond 
paying lip service.”

Andy might have added that of the two tasks, a biography of Hemming 
and the history of mountaineering, the latter is the easier task.

At a later session Mirella and Alan Hankinson, winner in October of the 
Boardman-Tasker Literary Award for his biography of Geoffrey Winthrop 
Young [also reviewed here-Ed.], talked about the work of the biographer. 
From the audience came a request for the two to say how their attitude 
toward their subject changed in the course of their research, adding that it 
had happened with others that the feeling went from admiration to loathing. 
Neither had that experience, but Mirella came to feel protective of both her 
subject and those who loved him. For those who loved him, the major con
cern is the same as Mirella’s: how to interpret the thoughts of a man who 
concealed much of his past and lied about the present to mock friends and 
strangers — equally, it often seemed. As her difficulties in finding out what 
actually happened intensify, Mirella makes these difficulties integral to the 
narrative, and meaning, of Gary’s life.

Those who knew Gary will find much that they didn’t know or had for
gotten about him. I had no interest in understanding why he committed sui
cide. I learned to respect his privacy while he was alive and did not wish to 
change that. It isn’t that simple. I did always wonder why Gary started fights 
and lost them. I also wondered why he was genuinely surprised to find that 
I didn’t carry a pistol.

“You don’t!” he said. “I always do. How can you stand to be that vul
nerable?”

I wonder no longer. In the chapter, Last Journey to Jackson, there is an 
account of a conversation between Gary and Muffy Corbet.

“ [Gary] even told her of events far back in his childhood and adoles
cence, events he had never recounted to anyone before and which were not 
even mentioned in his diaries. One of these occurred when he was eleven 
years old and staying in the countryside near La Mesa and three grown men 
had tried to rape him.”

If they tried, they did. Gary lost that fight. The sense of honor and 
integrity of an 11-year-old boy is not the less for his being young and small. 
How could he have lost that fight? Rather than have his honor violated it 
would be better to have died. If ever there were a fight to win it was that one. 
He lost all his fights.

The portrait of Gary in Mirella’s account is of the Gary I remember, a



man who unfailingly tried to be as good a man as any he knew, a man who 
desperately needed to conceal his private self but who sometimes thought he 
wanted to be famous. The preponderance of Mirella’s evidence is over
whelmingly that Gary really wanted love more than fame or even privacy. 
He had that love. His tragedy was that he was damaged precisely in a way 
that prevented him from seeing that.
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