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In the summer of 1981, David Brett, an English writer, artist and climber, made 
a solo, high-level traverse of the Alps from La Bérarde in the Vanoise Alps to 
Heiligenblut in Austria, near the Gross Glockner. His declared intention was to 
do for the Alps as a whole what the traditional Haute Route does for the distance 
between Zermatt and Chamonix— take a very direct, high-level line linking 
major climbing centers.

The book is at once a detailed guide to the route he followed, doing his 
fast-paced, 42-day, 600-mile traverse, as well as to his personal reflections 
during this often lonely adventure. Unlike the Haute Route, which is done in 
discrete hut-to-hut stages, thus reducing the need to carry food and camping 
gear, Brett’s impecuniousness dictated avoiding huts: camping out and often 
foregoing decent meals were his lot. Because of the constraints of his heavy 
pack and the solo nature of the trip, he was unable to attempt any climbs of 
particular technical interest. Thus, the book will appeal primarily to the moun­
tain walker rather than to the climber.

This is not a great odyssey book: Colin Fletcher’s The Man Who Walked 
Through Time or the Thousand Mile Summer provides a more interesting ac­
count of a voyage of discovery on the trail. Brett’s shyness and aloofness con­
stantly keep him distanced from the few souls he does encounter on the journey.



Nevertheless, his reflections and observations on the motivations of prac­
titioners of extreme sports, such as mountaineering or single-handed ocean 
racing, do make the book worth owning. Whereas Bonington, in his Quest fo r  
Adventure, comes to no conclusion as to the reasons for such pursuits, Brett 
finds them to be a form of practical existentialism in which “the participants shed 
as much of the comforts of material things and the reassurances of given ideas 
and definitions as they can, in order to apprehend some essence of life.” Brett 
seems to see the climber as reversing the story of the Garden of Eden—casting 
off sophistication and looking for an existence untramelled by things and 
history.

The issue of comfort is the central question that Brett comes back to again 
and again. Those dangers he does face are really extreme cases of ordinary, 
simple discomfort. Thus, he cannily observes, the capacity to put up with acute 
discomfort, without the impairment of ability or of judgment, is one of the 
preconditions of achievement in mountaineering.

Graham Greene began one of his novels with the sentence, “I feel discom­
fort, thus I exist.” Byron said pretty much the same thing: “The whole object of 
life is sensation, to feel that we exist, even though in pain.” Unfortunately, as 
Brett points out, such thoughts never come to mind in the midst of action— then 
all one can think of is how to keep the matches dry in a storm.

P h il ip  E r a r d


