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INTREPID BRITS HIT THE MOUNTAINS
WITH ITALY’S FAMOUS ALPINI

by Maj. Graham Cable

Monte Belvedere (Italy), 29 Feb 08. Five intrepid Brits from HQ NATO Rapid Deployable Corps (Italy)
(HQ NRDC-ITA), based near Milan, have just completed a week’s training with the Italian Army’s
famous Alpini.

The Alpini, meaning “Alpines”, were
originally formed in 1872 to protect
Italy’s northern mountainous borders
and are the Italian Army’s elite
mountain warfare troops. Famous
not just for their distinctive Alpine
headdress and eagle’s feather, Alpini
units have served with distinction
both in Italy and abroad.
Throughout the First World War,
known to the Alpini as the “war of
snow and ice”, these troops occupied
every hill and mountain along Italy’s
northern border. Forty feet of snow
was not unusual during the winter of
1915/16 and thousands of soldiers
died, not just in combat, but also in
avalanches.

Originally destined for Norway, it
occurred to the exercise organizers,
Col John Rouse and WO2 Sean Goldsworthy, that it would make far better sense for “Exercise Eagle Telemark” to
take advantage of this local wealth of experience and challenging geography.

Five members of the UK Contingent at HQ NRDC-ITA therefore agreed to accompany two highly experienced Alpini
mountain warfare instructors on an introduction to winter mountain-survival in the north-western Alpine hills.
The work involved a beat-up day of downhill skiing, clad in military attire, in order to accustom the participants
to the use of the specially adapted skis. This they achieved, but no-one quite got used to the fact that they were
skiing down La Thuile’s fashionable pistes under the gaze of incredulous civilians.

The serious business of leaving the comfortable ski lifts behind and embarking on two days and nights of uphill
skiing, accommodation in snow-holes, and avalanche and evacuation drills began thereafter.

This was a new experience for all participants, except for SSgt Nick Pickering, who tried to keep quiet about the
fact that he had undergone similar training in Norway some years before. Challenging it certainly was, but aside
from the benefit of the new skills acquired, the itinerary took in the peaks of Monte Belvedere and Colle Del Piccolo
San Bernardo with wonderful views across the Alps to Mont Blanc and the Matterhorn.

This experience was not without incident though. Maj Graham Cable tried blow a hole in his arctic accommodation
through errant use of his gas cooker, and Maj Paul Leslie enjoyed an unintended off-piste experience due to
experimental night skiing.

The valiant members of HQ NRDC-ITA’s UK Contingent have proven, however, that they can survive the winter
mountains. As the exercise drew to a close, they fought off the vestiges of cold as they toasted their instructors,
WOs D’Inca and Esposito, with a glass of “vin brulée”, thoughtfully provided by their magnificent Alpini hosts. You

know what they say, “When in Rome...".




