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BY T. D. BOURDILLON • 

The substance of a paper read at the Alpine Club on October 3, 1950 

were a very happy party eating peaches-in a cafe in Chamonix. · 
And with every reason. There were if our memory is accur
ate three kilos of peaches between· the four of us, we had just 

come down from the Requin hut after doing the Ryan-Lochmatter route 
on the Plan, and after a heavy thunderstorm the weather looked like 
clearing up. Now there seemed a good chance of getting Up a route that 
showed promise of being even finer. What more could one want? 

The plan was for Hamish Nicol and me to bivouac under the north 
face of the Dru the next night, and then on the following day to climb 
it. Richard Viney and John Sax by would go to the Charpoua hut for 
the traverse, and with luck the parties would meet on top. 

This year we had been camping at Mqntenvers, and seen from there 
the north face of the Dru is magnificent. Small wonder that it had 
become almost a fixation for us : half the names of mountaineering 
seemed to be as~ociated with it : Ryan and the Lochmatters had tried it, 
Roch and Greloz had done it first in descent Allain, Leininger, 
Devies, Franco, and Lambert had, among others, been involved in the 
first ascents : and all ranked it highly. Indeed with the possible 
exception of Roch and Greloz who had been benighted on it in a 
storm no one seemed to have anything but pra~se for it. 

We did not know how hard it was, for we had not enough experience 
of climbs of that nature to interpret the phrases of the V allot guide, and 
most of the writing about it was of the earlier ascents. Since then an 
easier alternative to the original crux, the fissure Alla£n, had been found, 
and the description in the Vallot guide had simplified route-finding. 
But we knew that it was harder than anything we had done so far and 
intended to take it seriously, with a bivouac at the foot of the face, in 
good weather, and with time for a reconnaissance. 

It was too late to carry up a bivouac that afternoon, so we walked up · 
to our camp at Montenvers for the night. The next morning looked 
good not too much cloud, and what there was of it was high. We 
spent it in cooking, eating, and sorting out equipment for the climb. 
In addition to the usual minor things, we needed gear for the bivouac 
and, as a result of our respect for the route, hammers, pitons, karabiners 
and slings in case of trouble. It is very reassuring to know that one 
can turn most cracks into belays at need. 

We had used · zoo ft. of medium nylon as a doubled rope on artificial 
pitches earlier in the season, and had found it in no way inconvenient : 
we decided to take it in case anything went wrong and we wanted 
either to force pitches or to descend en rappel under bad conditions .. 
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So we were fairly heavily laden as we walked down to and across the 
Mer de Glace, and up to the moraine of its east bank. A good walk, 
leaving the usual crowd below on the Mer de Glace (on this occasion 
they included nuns, a lady in high heels, and a family of four walking in 
single file and holding hands). We went up through aromatic vegetation 
which was in places waist high at first, becoming smaller and lower as 
we climbed higher, till there were only occasional rock plants and 
finally the bare scree. The sky was clear, the peak we were going to 
climb grew ever more impressive as we approached, there were butter
flies in the flowers. Much pleasure in the slow walk uphill for men with 
loads and in training. . 

We found an astonishingly good place for a bivouac a small grass
floored hollow, only a few minutes from the preliminary ice slope
and, leaving our bivouac gear and food there, went on to look at the 
start. Above us 200 or 300 ft. of steep rock rose to the edge of the 
field of slabs that runs across the lower third of the face. There were 
two lines of weakness that promised good climbing, but there would 
be no time to spare in the morning, and the V allot guide promised us an 
easy couloir on the left. So we climbed leftwards up a slope from which 
rotten surface layers had to be cut to let our crampons bite into the 
sounder ice below. 

The position of the couloir became apparent after a little scrambling 
on mixed rock and snow, and since to reach it we should have to cross 
some snow bridges that were weak jn the afternoon heat we decided that 
honour was satisfied and returned to our bivouac. 

The usual bivouac scenes followed (Nicol brewed some tea and I 
upset it, putting the fire out in the process) but they seemed very trivial 
and irrelevartt to me at any rate. The dominant thing was very 
definitely the Dru, silhouetted black and steep against the sky. The 
evening was warm and at intervals stonefalls on the West face made it 
clear that even near the top it was not yet freezing. Not very good: 
the starting couloir is subject to stonefall and we should have preferred 
a hard frost through the night. 

However, it was a good night for a bivouac. So good that we 
elected to use our tent as a groundsheet and slept on it rather than in it, 
woken at intervals by more stonefalls, altogether too loud and impressive 
for our peace of mind. The first crash would attract our attention and 
then bright sparks would show the line of fall. 

The alarm watch that was now serving its third generation of climbers 
woke us at 3.30 A.M. on July 26. The morning was colder and the sky 
still largely clear, so after some rather desultory efforts at heating break
fast, we folded up the gear we meant to leave. At this stage I distin
guished myself by losing my crampons, and it took us about twenty 
minutes' search by candlelight to find them. . 

We crossed the ice and snow slopes to reach the starting couloir at 
s.IO A.M. As we approached it there was a most impressive stonefall 
on our left. We were suitably awed, and, at the foot of the couloir, 
removed our crampons quickly. The couloir was easy enough and 
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we went up it fast, but it was a relief to step out on the slabs at the top. 
The danger is probably very slight less, for instance, than that in
curred in the approach to the normal traverse of the Grepon but such 
places are not enjoyable. 

Above us a triangular buttress rose from the field of slabs on which we 
stood to a dark wall, and then the face leant back out of sight to where 
the snow-slope called the Niche must be. 

The first difficulty on the route, the fissure Lambert, should be some
where on the wall, and certainly we could not see any obvious line there. 

However, for the moment the going was easy. We moved up and to 
the right across the slabs, which were almost free from snpw, to the 
foot of the buttress. This was split by a very pleasant series of chimneys 
and cracks, easy enough for fast movement, and yet steep enough for 
both climbing and route-finding to require concentration. 

W·e reached the top of the buttress a little before 7 A.M., and after a 
short rest and some food, went on up two walls to a deep chimney, 
which I, having left Nicol to carry both sacks, found easy enough inside. 
It was clear that there was not room in the chimney for Nicol wearing a 
sack, so we tried to pull both sacks up on the rope, only to have them 
swing into the chimney and jam firmly. 

After some delay and an attempt to climb up wearing the sacks, 
Nicol succeeded by climbing partly a cheval on the right edge of the 
chimney and partly with his feet braced against the wall, pulling on one 
half of the doubled rope and pulled by me on the other. 

This was an annoying incident, because it wasted time and because 
we felt we had not been very intelligent in dealing with the pitch. 
Subsequently we agreed that we should use the same method another 
time , i.e. one man up inside without a sack, the other up with both 
sacks on the doubled rope but we thought ther~ should be a solution 
using less energy and less time. However, at that moment the position 
was sufficiently spectacular to occupy all our attention. 

We were on one end·of a ledge that led to the right under a steep and 
apparently clean wall.. The ledge ended some feet short of a right
angled corner formed by another wall meeting the first, and there was 
no obvious line to the left or up. 

The walk along the ledge was exhilarating, for while the ledge was at 
least a foot wide and was flat, it was in a place that would grace any route,. 
the only one that stands out in our memory as exposed. It was good to 
be at the foot of a hard pitch with steep clean granite above and in 
front, and a drop below to Chamonix in the valley and the sun. 

A few paces along the ledge, and it became obvious that in part at 
least the place was a fraud, for a large crack that looked as though it 
would go appeared, with a piton at the foot of it. Clearly the fissure 
Lambert. The piton was loose, but a few hammer blows secured it, 
and with a karabiner on it it served as a running belay. 

The crack began with a mantelshelf problem on to a small ledge, and 
then several moves that were interesting, without being hard, led to 
a sentry box reminiscent of Kern Knotts crack. In the sentry box 
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another piton was useful as a rQnning belay. (This was typical of the 
route: before any difficulty there was usually a piton requiring only a 
few blows to make it firm, and in fact we used fourteen such pitons as 
belays without using one for a hold, and without inserting one of those 
we carried.) Above the sentry box a bulge proved awkward until a good 
hold allowed one to pull over it on to the base of a large triangular slab. 

We sat for a moment in the middle of the slab on a belay. Above, 
things looked rather hopeless till we noticed a series of magnificent 
holds low down on the left wall. The traverse ,along these gave one 
of the best moments on the route. It was not in the least difficult, 
although markedly overhanging, because of the enormous and excellent 
holds an improbable and delightful pitch. 

Above the traverse a broken wall led to easy slabs below the Niche. 
We moved together across the slabs to reach a platform on the edge of 
the Niche at 8.15 A.M. It was a pleasant, airy place where we paused to 
eat chocolate and raisins. 

We had both been rather tense, not sure how hard was the thing we 
were tackling and much aware of our inexperience of this type of route, 
but now the day began to seem much more cheerful. We were making 
quite good time, the first of the difficult pitches had not seemed hard 
(perhaps because we had expected much of it), we had met little or no 
ice so far, and the weather was not alarming. 

The upper third of the route is undoubtedly the best part, and we 
settled down to enjoy it. Chimney and crack succeeded each other, 
first on the right and then on the left of the arete, all in excellent rock 
and often with a .large platform at the end of a pitch, until a move that 
was harder than anything we had found below landed us behind a very 
big partly detached flake. 

Over the left edge of the flake rose the key to the first ascent, the fissure 
Allain. It looked hard and long and we could see several pitons in it. 
I made some quite unconvincing remark about its looking good, but we 
could not afford the time, if we were to meet Viney and Saxby on the 
top. Nicol capped it by saying that the weather looked doubtful and 
we should not waste time. In complete unanimity we crossed to the 
rig~t of the detached flake, from where we could s~e the right side of 
the arete and the fissure Martinetti, the easier alternative found on the 
sixth ascent. This gave quite interesting climbing up and to the right 
under an overhang, whence a traverse back to the crest brought us to 
the foot of a steep crack followed by a wall, neither of which proved easy. 

The rock was now more broken, and for the first time alternative 
lines began to appear. We kept up and slightly left across rock that 
was still steep and sometimes iced, until a clean face of rock forced us 
straight up. It became clear that we were off the best line, but to get 
back to it we should have to descend some way. 

After one false cast we came out on the crest of theW est ridge, and 
being there confronted by an apparently unclimbable face, we climbed 
down a few feet to finish up the ordinary route on the south face. 

From the bergschrund to the top it had taken us 8! hours of fairly 
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continuous climbing, and since there were only light clouds about we 
lay down to sleep in the sun. We woke an hour and a half later, in 
cloud and light rain, and in spite of the fact that I had done the ordinary 
traverse the year before, we had some difficulty finding the way down to 
the Charpoua hut, which we reached tired and happy to join Viney 
and Saxby. 

It had been a magnificent route ; one of the very small number of 
Alpine routes that we would do a second time rather than climb some 
fresh one. 
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