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II. REMINISCENCES OF LA MEIJE 

BY A. CARSON ROBERTS 

T was in 1905 that W. P. Haskett-Smith, Geoffrey Hastings 
and I spent our holiday climbing in Dauphine. On a day of 
extreme heat we strolled up the Etanyons valley and mounted 

the glacier to the hut on the lower promontory of La Meije. 
The weather, however, was looking bad when we left it the next 
morning, and it was with litt~e hope of completing our climb that 
we proceeded up the great promontory to the pyramide Duhamel 
at the head of the grand couloir. 

A traverse of La Meije is a splendidly interesting climb through
out, but it is upon her Grande Muraille, vvhich starts from the 
head of this Grand Promontoire, that depends much of her title 
to the saying, ' C'est qu'elle est et qu'elle reste La Grande 
Difficile.' Several of the rocks on this wall retain the names 
given to them in the 'seventies and 'eighties by the early assailants 
of the Grand Pic. 

In my eagerness to avoid being turned before we had exploited 
the difficulties of this wall, I had pressed forward in the great 
couloir. I had tried one or two of them before my companions 
came to its base, finding me perched some 30 ft. up with the rope 
uncoiled ; but it was presumptuous on my part to inquire whether 
Haskett was going to lead, for he had behind him a magnificent 
rock-climbing reeord.1 I was told, if I wished to go farther, to 
throw down the rope and get on with the job : light snow was 
already falling. At one place above the Campement Castelnau 
it became clear that the route I was following led into ' mauvais 
pays,' and would bring us under the massive icicles which form , 
a frieze on the eastern part of the wall where it extends below the 
hanging glacier. Turning back (to the left) we regained the safer 
route and, after some s~eep climbing, where holds were not 
abundant or over-good, we reached an easy ledge slanting upwards 
to theW. and joined the ridge just below the Pas du Chat. A dark 
cloud then enveloped us ; it was bitterly cold and heavy snow 
was evidently on its way. My companions now ordered retreat, 
but we had satisfied ourselves that we knew how to negotiate 
that wall. We were glad to shelter for a while in the hut, but it 
was a wet walk back to La Berarde. 

Some days later we started for the Promontoire hut again, and 
1 Seep. 179. 
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this time Herr Sachs of Breslau, who had with him two Almers 
(Hans and his nephew Christian 2), decided to follow us. Sachs 
was a heavy man, who had to his credit many climbs and one 
notable adventure in a crevasse below the Triftjoch, where his 
guides, after failing to pull him up, had to go down to obtain help. 

· It is related that, when they had returned and lowered a man to 
see if Sachs was still alive, the latter at once asked how many 
guides had come and what payment they expected, and that, on 
hearing they numbered sixteen and that each thought he should 
receive the tariff for the col, Sachs simply took out another cigar 
and told the man he was quite happy where he was.· 

In the evening we saw a party of seven coming down from the 
Breche de la Meije and, on their joining us in the hut, we found 
them to be some charming young Frenchmen with Emile Pic and 
two other local guides. In the morning this large party started 
early, all on one rope, and we had plenty of time for our first 
breakfast and other preparations while they were negotiating the 
interesting bit of climbing which starts almost from the door of 
the hut. We made short work of that steep chimney climb, and 
came up with them just before reaching the concealed ledge which 
provides a useful traverse into the grand couloir. Here their 
leading guide sat down and blandly suggested that we should go 
forward as we climbed so much faster. This, as I learnt later 
from one of the Frenchmen/ was prompted by the hope that we 
three amateurs would miss our way on the Grande Muraille or, 
at any rate, fail and need help. But Haskett, who had taken his 
proper place when we roped up at the head of the great buttress, 
never so much as boggled at any of the difficulties or intricacies 
of the wall. 

We sat down for some refreshment by the Glacier Carre, that 
conspicuous white patch hanging like a square handkerchief 
below the final slope of the Grand Pic, and waited for our young 
friends, who were prof~se in their compliments. When those 
two final difficulties the Cheval Rouge and the Chapeau du 
Capucin had been overcome by Haskett, with Hastings' backing 
(was there ever a better second man?), tlie Frenchmen were 
almost too full of compliments and congratulations on joining us 
on the Grand Pic, which barely gave room for ten. Both here 
and at the Glacier Carre they had arrived much sooner than we 
expected. Except on that first bit by the hut, they had made 
admirable time, especially considering that they were seven persons 
on one rope. 

2 Christian Almer III, died 193 I. Hans, like all of his family, a superb 
climber, is still living. Editor. 
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Sachs had not reached the summit (13,o8I ft.) when we left it 
at 9 A.M. On the descent to the Breche Zsigmondy we had to 
resort to a considerable number of rappels, as many of the holds 
were filled with ice or loose snow. On the level base of that gap 
in the ridge we had a delightful rest and talked of the brave 
brothers after whom it is named. The rope of seven came down 
to us and Hastings said we ought to return their courtesy, so we 
asked them to lead on. Haskett and I believe that politeness was 
not our Geoffrey's only motive. He had spied Sachs beginning 
his descent from the Grand Pic amid a multiplicity of ropes, rather 
like a blue-bottle in a spider's web, and Hastings could not miss 
the chance of taking a series of photographs. 

A newly-fixed rope, 3 parts of it buried in ice, offered direct 
access to the ridge some 100ft. above, but the local guides resented 
this rope and said they preferred to climb the mountain properly
that is, by a traverse on the N. face followed by a climb back to 
the crest~ so we also decided to scorn that rope. (N.B. It would 
have taken a long time to free it from the ice.) We had to extend 
our halt by another full hour before the last man of that party had 
disappeared round the corner and had called back that the \vay 
was open for us. Sachs was then approaching the breche. 

We soon understood why the local guides had taken so long. 
That N. face was in very different condition from the southern 
face it was sheathed in verglas and powdery snow, each hold 
had to be found and cleared, while the loose snow hid the said 
hold as soon as it was left. The traverse was by no means easy, 
but the climb up to the crest of the ridge was horrible. At one 
place I told Hastings that I could find no holds, and I well remem
ber his bracing reply,' Shut up, you've got to do it, so up you go.' 
I did, but once or twice part of my weight was taken by the 
adhesive power of a wool-clad knee pressed against ice that sloped 
somewhat in the wrong direction. 

We regained the crest, but just as we started forward we heard 
shouting by the party below. Haskett said ' Get on, it's only 
the Almers exhorting Sachs,' but ~I had caught the words 
' Engleesh gentlemans ' and I shouted back. The words which 
then came up were exactly these : ' The Herr he cannot move 
from where he is, not one of us is good, send the rope down 
quickly.' We untied our 8o-ft. climbing rope in haste, coiled it 
roughly and threw an end down towards the voice, the owner 
of which was out of sight. Someone shouted back., ' More to the 
left,' but our combined powers failed to haul that rope back. 
I was the youngest and accustomed to working as a yacht hand, 

3 This fixed rope no longer exists, I believe. 
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so naturally it was my job to go down the rope and kick it out 
of the place in which it had jammed. At one moment it was a 
near call : I had to weather the abrupt transfer of my weight 
from legs to arms, but at last the tangled end of the rope came 
free from its jam. Almer then called to me to give it quickly to 
the Herr, so I moved to the left until the end dangling below me 
came within Sachs' reach. I then saw that it could not have 
reached him unless stretched by my weight. The spread-eagled 
party was almost on one level with the rope fully extended ; the 
two Almers, one away to my left, the other to my right, clinging 
like limpets to their holds. The climb back would have been 
much easier had the rope nut been pressed against the ice-covered 
rocks by Sachs' weight. My two friends were holding the end 
firmly and had it hitched round a good belay ; a great piton, if 
I remember rightly, which someone had driven into the rock. 

We held the rope tight and moved in pace with Sachs' progress; 
as soon as he had traversed to the leading Almer, the latter used 
our rope freely for his ascent : he would have been a fool had he 
not. Before his tether enabled him to reach us, we had to pull 
hard to bring Sachs higher, but soon we had two ropes on him 
with two men hauling on each. I know he would forgive me for 
telling that a leg was the first part of him which came over that 
bulge, and that we laughed uproariously as we hauled him 
crabwise to the top. He was a good fellow, who could enjoy a 
joke against himself. 

There followed a long and interesting progress over the three 
intervening peaks to the Pic Central or Doigt de Dieu (13,026 ft.). 
It is an easy walk for the most part, if you have a steady head and 
can keep to the actual rock ridge. Much of the route has a formid
able overhang to the S., while on the N. the slope becomes 
rapidly steeper as it curves over towards the glacier below. This 
N. side was almost entirely snow-covered when we were there. 
We stood by Sachs and had some reward for our waiting on finding 
that, when his immensely long spare rope was joined to ours and 
the centre hitched over the belaying rock at the top of the first 
big downward step, the ends hung below the bergschrund. We 
could accordingly go the whole way down that steep snow-face 
without any step-cutting.4 

It was 9 P.M. when we had crossed the schrund: no less than 
12 hours had been spent on the ridge of our mountain, but our 
last · manreuvre had brought us well up with the big party. 
Leaving the Almers to unreeve and coil up the spare ropes, we 

4 That great guide, Pierre Blanc of Bonneval-sur-Arc, can relate of strange 
happenings to his party on this very spot in 1935· Editor. 



• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

( 

I 
·1 

.. -,.. . 

. 'ri' 

• 

• 



. 1., ' ..::; 

J 

• 

• 



-

REMINISCENCES OF LA MEIJE 

started down the Tabuchet Glacier in pursuit of the twinkling 
lanterns in front. We did not halt to light ours. 

We expected to find it a long 5 hours in the dark to La Grave 
and, as we discovered later, the leading party reached that village 
about 24 hours after their start from the hut a fine day's work 
considering the conditions on the mountain. On our attaining 
the Rocher de l'Aigle, where the glacier curves down to its icefall, 
Hastings found a ledge some 12 ft. above the ice and announced 
firmly that it was here where we must spend the night. It was 
no ideal gfte : the best we could do was to build up stone seats 
and a little rampart to check a fall if anyone dozed and rolled over. 
The trickles on the rocks had frozen up, and we had no liquid left 
in our sacks to help in relaxing our parched throats. No thought 
had been given to food for many hours, but I, for one, could 
swallow nothing : my inside had been giving trouble for some 
time, and it got worse as I sat on this cold ledge. I had no hope 
of sleep and I know I was a miserable and querulous companion 
that night. 

Sachs, on the other hand, was as merry as a grig. He had 
arrived a little after 10 P.M. and had taken up his quarters in the 
hollow between our rock and the ice. For much of the time he 
kept up a flow of merry jests, such as ' How do you find the 
Hotel Tabuchet ? ' ' What is the accommodation like on your 
floor ? ' ' Do come down and share this bottle with me '
followed by a pop which we had good reason to suspect. In 
the morning a frost-bitten toe was added to my troubles the 
stockings I was wearing were of such a stiff-necked breed that it 
was a two-man job to get them off, so I had simply pulled a dry 
pair over the wet ones. My only thought was how to get quickly 
down to the hotel and a soft bed. 

The three below started early and, thinking they might have 
some knowledge of the track, I went off in advance to keep in 
sight of them while my friends were still struggling with frost
hardened boots. After going for some time over rocks I saw 
them halt at the top of the Bee de !'Homme Glacier, walk down it 
some way and then turn to the left to regain the rocks. I did not 
observe that they had put on crampons. When I got to the spot, 
I decided at once that a glissade was the thing for me and stepped 
on to the ice, thinking I could walk at first as they had done, but 
I was carried off in a glissade at once, with the spike of my· specially 
well-shod axe braking strongly and cutting a deep groove in the 
ice. The pace increased, but was still under some control and 
I was expecting to come heavily, but feet fi~st, against the rocks 
at the bottom, when I was startled by the sight of a wide crevasse 
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running across the middle of the glacier. To my right it was 
white, to my left black, but I had just time to steer enough to the 
right to take it where it was white. When I had pulled myself 
together and tried my limbs, I saw plenty of blood about but 
could find no damage except one buzzing head and one profusely
bleeding nose. I scramble·d on to the lower lip of the crevasse, 
started walking to the left and, to my surprise, saw Hastings 
followed by Haskett hurrying along it towards me. How they got 
there .in the time I could not guess probably I was unconscious 
for a short time in that crevasse. In any case they must have 
done an amazing sprint down those rocks, for before long we were 
in touch with Sachs and the Almers. 

Haskett and Hastings are still convinced that that crevasse 
saved the life of a lunatic glissader. They may be right; but 
I still hang to the belief that, had it not been there, I could have 
kept that glissade under fair control and would have struck the 
first rock feet foremost by throwing myself on my back at the 
last moment. True, the pace would have been fast and the im
pact severe, perhaps even the heels might have been torn from 
my boots, as some of the nails were wrenched out before I reached 
the crevasse. When I got down to the hotel I was in poor fettle 
and spent two days in bed. My friends went via the Lautaretroad 
back to La Berarde, but Sachs stayed on and constituted himself 
my kindly nurse. His gratitude for the help we had given him 
was deep, and I know that his offers. to give me the time of my 
life should I come to Breslau were sincere. I have never heard 
of him since. I can remember that, even at that early date, Der 
Tag had a large place in his talk. I have often wondered what it 
brought to him. 

I obtained a felt boot for my right foot, drove to Bourg d'Oisans 
and, in charming company, waited there another day for my 
luggage to come down from La Berarde. 

lLLUSTRA TIONS 

1. Photo, Paul Chevalier. La Meije from Lautaret road. 
2. Photo, Paul Chevalier. (Left to right) Les Agneaux, Pic Gaspard, 

Pelvou.x, Pave, Ecrins, Ailefroide from L-a Meije (Orientale). 
3· Photo, Paul Chevalier. Le Rateau in background and Doigt de Dieu 

from La Meije (Orientale). 
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