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" DAUPHINE PEAKS IN STORM 

BY JOHN HUNT 

COKING back on the fortnight of our Alpine season spent in 
Dauphine in 1950, I have to admit that we were not only un

lucky in failing to time some of our climbs to coincide with 
periods of fine weather between storms, but also unwise in pursuing 
our objectives despite unmistakable portents of bad conditions. Yet 
it is good to know the big peaks in storm, whether the experience be in
voked by choice or by folly, and in retrospect I have no regrets about 
three of our high traverses, severally carried through in the face of a 
rising scale of opposition from the Furies. 

As our second climb of the season we had chosen to traverse the 
Pelvoux from the Cezanne to the Lemercier huts, ascending ~he North 
face by the little-knovvn Momie arete. The route was reported to be a 
very long one and the rock to be exceptionally loose, both facts implying 
that good weather would·be important to our plans. Partly in order to 
solve the time factor, we decided to bivouac. 

John Hartog, my wife and I left our tent, pitched on the Pre de 
Madame Carle, at 2.50 P.M. on July 9, carrying our minimum needs for 
a bivouac on the ridge. Going up by the moraine of the Glacier Noir, 
we crossed the Glacier to the foot of the Momie couloir, which we 
reached, as planned, at 6 P.M., and what time 've reckoned that stones 
would have ceased to fall. Here we roped and went up the couloir, 
finding the route easily from the excellent description in the guide book. 
As we had been warned, the rock in the upper right ~branch couloi~ is 
quite exceptionally bad. At its top we crossed over into a huge funnel 
which channels the stone falls on the east side of the mountain towards 
the Glacier de la Momie. The time was about 7.15 P.M., and it would 
soon be necessary to look for a bivouac site. I-Iigh up, the couloir 
sheltered a long, narrow thread of ice. We made upwards towards 
this, and reached its foot with the last useful light. 

Everything was uncomfortably loose and steep, but there was now 
no time to look for more suitable ground ; moreover 've needed the ice 
for water and there was still a useful trickle running from it. Turning 
a few yards to the left to escape the main line of stonefall, we started 
work on excavating a ledge at the foot of a steep buttress which divides 
the couloir into two branches at this point. While my wife struggled 
with an obstinate primus, perched on a tiny ledge, Hartog and I scraped 
away, with the aid of ice-axes and piton hammer, a precarious platform 
in the slope an hour's hard work sufficed to build a space only jlJ.st 
adequate for three to sit. It vvas quite dark when we had finished, by · 
which time soup had been heated. One by one we settled ourselves 
into our sleeping-bags on the platform, after fixing the climbing ropes 
a~ross it between rock belays, and attaching ourselves to the rope with 
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slings ; for it was by no means certain that the platform would -not 
collapse during the night. Indeed, it partly did so later on. The site 
was a sensational one, with our feet pointing out over the steep eastern 
face of the mountain. 

Gradually, the water ceased to trickle in the main couloir. The 
only sounds were those of distant thunder, and the intermittent fall of 
stones, both from other peaks and also, to our concern, down our couloir 
only a fevv yards to our left. 

We slept fitfully. The thunder made us anxious a~out the weather ; 
so doubtful did it look as daylight came that I was left in two minds 
whether to continue or abandon the climb. The fateful decision was 
deferred until tea had been brevved and drunk. In turn for there was 
no space for more than one operation at a time we got out of our bags 
and prepared to depart. By this time the most ominous sign, wisps of 
cloud forming in the valley and creeping up the Glacier Noir, appeared 
to be dispersing and the outlook vvas sufficiently good to justify con~ 
tinuing; we were a\vay at 5 A.M. In order to avoid the very steep ice, 
we now took to the left branch couloir' traversing across to the main 
one only at its top after an hour's going on steep rocks, slightly less 
loose than those on vvhich we had been climbing hitherto. . 

On the arete we paused to eat and check our route. We recog~ised 
our next objective without difficulty a pale patch of rocks in the North 
face below a nick in the ridge, beyond the first steep rise. We were 
able to turn the latter by an easy ledge and to climb the pale wall by a 
chimney. Beyond, steep rocks led us back to the ridge, which we 
followed for some 300-400 ft., with the Violettes arete rising on our left 
to meet us. Meanwhile, the weather was getting rapidly worse. In 
turn, the Meije, the Olan and the Ecrins were blotted out by inky 
clouds, and soon it was our turn; it began to snow and the wind be
came troublesome. But it was now about 9 A.M. and even had we 
wished, it 'vas too late to turn back. 

Just below the junction of the two great .ridges we traversed across 
the intervening couloir to the Violettes ridge and continued up it to the . 
junction,. which had been visible from our camp site, some so ft. 
higher. At this point we had to move to the right to turn a step in the 
ridge. There was no difficulty, but the rock vvas still most instable. 
Hartog, who was leading, and my 'vife each made the move along an 
adequate ledge we were. all moving together, and I remember, as I 
started round myself, asking jestingly whether the move was a hard one. 
An instant later occurred one of those dramatic changes of fortune 
which mountains are apt to produce. As my full weight came on to 
the narrow ledge it suddenly col1apsed. In a flash, I was off and 
hurtling dovvnwards, the coils of rope some thirty of the forty feet 
between my wife and myself running out between the fingers of my 
left hand. The rocks were extremely steep, and apart from one bump 
I must have dropped clear. As I fell, I wondered how this would 
finish, anticipating, quite objectively, that in a second or two we 
should all be hurtling down towards the Glacier de la Momie, some 
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z,ooo ft. below. The moment of decision would come in an instant 
when the tug occurred between my wife and me. But when it came, 
I was brought up with a jerk, to n1y surprise and relief, sprawling 
on the steep snow of the couloir between the two ridges. TJie dis
lodged rocks alone continued their vvay downwards, showing the way 
we might ~o easily have followed. My personal damage was limited to 
my fingers, one of them in particular, due to the scouring they received 
as the coils ran through them. 

As soon as I was sufficiently recovered, I looked for my axe. It had 
been slung from · my wrist and the sling had broken ; it should, of . 
course, have continued in the path of the rocks. Yet by a miracle, there 
it was about twelve feet below me, neatly arrested by the pick in the hard 
snow. I then looked up. My wife was firmly placed forty feet above, 
and in view of my injured hand I asked her to give me a tight rope while 
I climbed up to rejoin her. At the moment of my fall she had good 
handholds, and with the clatter of the collapsing ledge she had hugged 
therri for dear life; it was a splendid effort on her part. Hartog, higher 
up and back on the ridge itself, had little notion of the drama which 
was developing belo\v. 

A little later, we were able to continue along the ridge, in the worsen- . 
ing weather. We reached a huge tower and descended to a couloir on 
the left, by which we were able to turn it. From the gap between this 
and a curious wedge-shaped gendarme "\Ve dropped down again, this 
time on the north side, and gained a steep ice-filled couloir. This led 
us to the summit ridge. The last section of this great arete would, in 
normal conditions, have been delightful. At last we were on sound 
rock ; the difficulties were not serious and the positions were magnifi
cent. But it was now snowing heavily, blowing hard and there \Vas 
almost no visibility ; moreover, we were wet and cold. At exactly 
midday the huge signal of the Pointe Durand loomed thro~gh the mist, 
and we paused shortly for some food ; we had been going seven hours 
from our bivouac. 

We went quickly down ·on to the gentle slopes of the little summit 
glacier, but so thick was it that we had to steer by compass in the teeth 
of a gale, driving hail into our faces, across to the top of the Rochers 
Rouges. Our navigation \Vas accurate, for we managed to arrive 
exactly on the cairn which marks the point of arrival to climbers using 
the normal route up. After this, however, we went badly astray. 
Having left t}:le guide book behind to save weight, and neglecting what 
"\Ve had read, we moved to the right edge of the rocks instead of the left, 
and made quite unnecessary difficulties for ourselves. These, and our 
weariness, resulted in a slow and tedious descent, finishing with a 
' rappel ' to the final snow-slopes. We took, in fact, nearly seven hours 
from the summit to reach the Lemercier hut (6.45 P .IVI.). It was 
empty, and although the water-point had dried up, we quickly decided 
not to continue down to the village of Ailefroide that evening. rfhe 
storm had left pools of w.ater in the surrounding rocks, and we managed 
to scoop up enough to make· tea and soup. Our food supplies were 
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almost exhausted, but we were lucky enough to find some macaroni in 
the hut cupboard, and the usual brick-hard end of an ancient loaf, which 
was divide9. up by blows with the piton hammer. 

-
If the Pelvoux storm had detracted somewhat from our appreciation 

of the beauty of a great Alpine ridge, it had not been serious enough to 
argue future caution. Two days later, in the Promontoire hut after a 
traverse of the Ecrins, we gave scant consideration to far more signifi
cant signs of bad weather when setting out to traverse the Rateau. It 
was intended that this should be an easy day, before traversing the 
Meije by the Arete de la Breche with French friends, by way of cele
brating the anniversary of the storming of the Bastille. Our friends, 
having only arrived at the hut at midnight, straight from Paris, had not 
unnaturally demanded twenty-four hours' rest. 

Owing to our late arrival, it was not before 6 A.M. that Bryan Donkin, 
John Hartog, my wife and I left the Promontoire hut for the Breche 
de la Meije. The weather was, indeed, -very doubtful. Clouds were 
building up even at that early hour, the Meije was masked and on the 
Breche we were met by a bitter wind from the west. We donned 
all spare clothing and lost no time in starting up the arete. The 
first section is uncomfortably steep, narrow and rotten. For ne3:rly an 
hour we had to move with great care, due in part to the wind, and then 
a subsidiary rib coming up from our left brought with it a good red 
granite, at the point where the angle eases off. There are few obstacles, 
and although the arete is very narrow almost throughout, we were able 
to keep strictly to its crest ; the climbing was, in fact, delightful and 
we would have liked to linger, in particular to admire the astonishing 
view of the Meije and its eastern arete. But the cold, and the fact. that 
storm-clouds were obscuring other summits and were advancing re
lentlessly towards us, coupled with our realisation that we had a very 
long way to go before reaching the eastern summit of our peak, drove 
us on. . 

It turned out to be even longer than we had thought possible. Hour 
by hour we continued, while the weather showed obvious signs of 
building up for a storm. At 2 P .M. we had reached the foot of the final 
rise to the summit, where the ridge descends almost to the level of the 
glacier on the northern flank. Here for the first time the smooth con
tinuity of the crest became broken by three gendarmes. The nearest 
of these could be turned on its northern side ; the centre and largest 
might be climbed direct by means of one or the other of two difficult 
cracks. The third we could not see from our position on the col. We 
cut steps round to the gap between the first and second pinnacles. 
John Hartog then started up the right liand crack, but it proved awk
ward, and it seemed better to continue the traverse. From his vantage 
point half-way up to the gendarme, therefore, Hartog secured Donkin, 
who soon disappeared round the next corner, cutting steps in the ice. 
l-Ie gradually ran out all the I 20 ft. of rope between himself and Hartog, 
and there \vere clearly difficulties to be contended with. We gathered 
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that he was trying to regain the ridge between Gendarmes 2 and 3 ; 
there was a long pause, and then a faint shout indicated that he had 
succeeded. For security, we then joined ropes, and continued. When, 
at long last, my turn came, I was able to appreciate Bryan's difficulty in 
the crack leading up to the gap. A short, steep and difficult wall led 
us over the third gendarme, which \Vas followed by straightforward 
climbing to the summit. But all this had taken a good deal of time, 
and it was nearly 4 P.M. when we reached it. 

Thestorm was now imminent, and we lost no time in starting down 
the South ridge. We had expected to be able to make a rapid descent, 
but shortly below the start we came on bare ice. We had no crampons, 
and steps had to be cut, lasting at least another half-hour. Scarcely 
were we again on easier ground than the storm burst on us with alarm
ing suddenness. My axe, hair and passe-montagne buzzed ominously 
with electricity ; snow, wind driven, began to plaster the rocks, and we 
were soon wet through. So bad did the electrical effects become at 
one moment that we decided to shelter, but the prospect of being 
benighted decided us eventually to move on down. The going was ' 
fortunately easy, and we reached the Breche du Rateau without mishap 
at about 5 P .M. Descending the steep couloir on its west side and 
crossing the schrund, we arrived on easy snow-slopes and were able to 
speed up our pace. 

But there was still a long descent to be made, and at 6 P.M. we paused 
to make a decision on the action to be followed. We were wet, tired 
and possibly not in condition to climb the l\1eije hext day. In any case 
the storm would have put the mountain out of condition for sorrie time. 
Having, in addition, no change of clothing at the Promontoire hut, it 
seemed wisest to return to La Berarde. But our French friends were 
awaiting us at the Promontoire and must be told of this decision, so I 
undertook to hurry on, go up to the hut and tell them. Leaving my sack 
with Bryan, I dashed ahead. At 6.30 I was down in the valley, not 
far from the Chatelleret hut. There remained the long trudge up
wards. In pouring rain I clambered up the cables on the lo\ver rocks 
of the Promontoire, and on arrival at the hut I was greeted with em
barrassing enthusiasm by our friends, and indeed by the entire popula
tion of the hut, which was now crowded. I was lent clothes, plied with 
food and drink, and urged to give account of our adventures. En
couraged by rum in my tea and brandy in my soup, these lost nothing 
in the telling ! but in half an hour it was time to leave ; daylight was 
failing, the mists obscured the view downwards, and I must needs get 
down below the steep rocks before darkness fell. I left at 8.40 P.M., 

and hurried down, carrying such belongings as I could find of those we 
··had left there that morning. 

All went well for the first hour. Availing myself of some long slopes 
of neve, I soon reached the point where I had started up earlier in the 

· evening. Then the difficulties started. Losing the track, I floun
dered, seemingly for hours, among boulders and streams, and later on 
among bushes. I had almost given up hope of reaching the village 
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that night, ·when by chance I found the path, and eventually stumbled 
into La Berarde at about midnight. 

Our third and most dramatic encounter with the Furies oc.curred on 
the· Ailefroide. On our way back to the Cezanne hut over the Col de la 
Temple, we walked up the Pie Coolidge in order to examine the con
ditions of the arete de Caste Rouge, our next intended major climb. 
We were disappointed, but not surprised, to find that the higher rocks 
were still plastered with snow after the storm experienced on the 
Rateau, and would therefore be iced up for some days.. As our time 
was short, we reluctantly·· decided to give up this fine route. The 
following day we moved round the mountain and up to the Sele hut, 
intending to traverse the Central and W est~rn summits. 

\'V e left the hut at 4 .. 1 5 A.M., noting with some concern the billowy 
cumulus building up down the valley, and ascended the cliffs protecting: 
the upper Ailefroide glacier by the' rake' _which provides such a con
venient and airy gangway upwards. The little glacier was partly bare 
of snow, and this, with a number of crevasses and the very ste-ep angle 
of the higher snow-slopes, resulted in slow progress up to the foot of 
the rocks beneath the Central peak it was lost time which we should 
bitterly regret later in the day. 

We failed to identify our intended route in the guide book,. and must 
have moved, too far to the right. A fairly hard chimney, followed by 
an awkward groove to the left, led us into an oblique couloir which ap
peared to originat~ from. the left (west) of the Central peak.. The way 
was at once barred by wet, vertical-rocks, but a succession of good slabs 
to the right led us upwards, to a point where we were again blocked. by 
a vertical step, some 30 ft. high. Beneath it we found a piton; it 
seemed to indicate protection for a traverse round the obstacle to the 
right, and John Hartog went to inspect. He liked the prospect so 
little that he elected to try a direct ascent of the wa11 above us, which 
looked most repulsive and overhung us slightly for a short distance ;· 
it did not appear to have been climbed previously. 

From my shoulders; he managed to thread a sling through a chock
stone in a corner, and to this he attached a string stirrup·. He then 
returned to rest before launching his attack. There folJowed ten 
anxious minutes, while Hartog wrestled with the wall. Aided by the 
stirrup, he swung upwards· and across to the left into a second corner, 
and on most inadequate holds he succeeded in mounting this for a few 
feet, before leaving it to move out on to a slab which crowned the over
hang. A fevv more feet and he was up ; it was an accomplished feat 
of climbing. From here we were able to climb towar.ds the left and 
regain the oblique couloir which we followed upwards, until a short 
wall near its top presented another problem. 
· We. reached the top· at midday. The glacier conditions and the 

crucial pitch we rated it as a good Standard V had been the main 
reason for our slow progress, adding a vital two hours to guide. book: 
time - vital in view of the worsening weather, which now presente·d.us 



.. 

232 DAUPHINE PEAKS IN STORM 

0 

with· a difficult decision. . The traverse (and it looked most inviting) 
would require about two and a half hours to the Western summit, and 
perhaps a further t'vo hours to the Breche des Freres Chamois ; we 
should reach this point at 5 P .M. As an alternative, we could descend 
by one or other of the routes leading back to the upper Ailefroide 
glacier; much less interesting, but perhaps the choice of prudence. 
However it may be, at 12.30 we started alqng the traverse, despite my 
forecast that we could expect barely three hours' grace before the. storm 
burst. · 

The climbing was exhilarating, and for some two hours we continued 
in excellent conditions, untroubled by the merest breath of wind, and 
enjoying some of the most sensational foreground views of the North 
face of the Pelvoux-Ailefroide group that I have ever seen. But, alas, 
we were slow. The passage into and .out of the Breche de Coste Rouge, 
involving a rappel, cost us one precious hour ; the total traverse took 
over three hours. · 

Almost exactly as forecast, the. storm broke at 3.30 P.M., while we 
were engaged on the passage leading up the final tower. The event 
was sudden and dramatic·. So heavy was the initial fall of hail that 
long before my turn came to cross the slab and climb the final chimney, 
all the .. holds. were masked and the rocks streamed with sleet. By the 
time we reached the top the visibility was so poor that 've had to steer 
by compass to follow the South-west ridge downwards. A few 
minutes later, a violent electrical storm struck the mountain. We had 
experienced near electrical effects on the Rateau, but this was of quite 
a different order. Three times in twice as many seconds we each felt 
a terrific blow, either on the head or shoulder its place and strength 
varied in each ind_ividual case. With one mind we stopped and 
crouched for such meagre shelter as each could find immediately on 
the south side of the ridge. For half an hour we remained thus, 
soaked and cold, while light~ing struck the rocks within a few feet of us, 
until the storm appeared to be moving on. An attempt was then made 
to continue downwards, but within a few minutes we.all had the same 
alarming sensation of a violent blow, immediately preceding a flash of 
lightning ; there was no choice but again to shelter. 

Thus passed approximately one hour of the already diminishing 
daylight. When, at length, conditions were sufficiently safe to con
tinue, visibility was reduced to a few yards and the rocks were already 
almost buried in fresh snow. In these circumstances we had great 
difficulty in deciding at which point to leave the ridge. I think we 
chose approximately the correct place, but in the South face, which 
must normally afford easy going, we found the descent treacherous and 
demanding great care. Moreover, route finding at once became diffi
cult and it was not long before we had to admit ourselves virtually lost ; 
it was, in fact, impossible to see the ground even a matter of yards 
below us. After almost half an hour, we found ourselves on steep 
snow-slopes, and descended them blindly until they ceased above very 
steep rocks. We followed a ridge downwards until this plunged away 
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vertically. We were forced into a gully on its left, and once more 
\Vere halted by the increasingly difficult nature of snow-covered rocks. 
An outlet seemed just possible to the left, on to the face, but it looked 
most discouraging, and we began to think that the couloir must be our 
resting place for the night, steep, shelterless and wet though it was. 

We stood there a few moments in our sodden clothes, tired and dis
pirited, and considered the position. But the prospect of remaining 
benighted in our then condition \¥as so unpleasant that we decided to 
try once more to force a way down. I went ahead, down a steep and 
awkward groove on the right of the couloir. I was forced out on to 
slabs on the right, but these in turn proved just feasible. For no clear 
reason, I .was just beginning to feel hopeful, when a thinning of the 
mists showed steep snow-slopes below, sweeping down from the right . 
Surely they must cotne from the Breche des Freres Chamois ? I found 
myself at the foot of the slabs, and, miraculously, almost trod on to a 
cairn ; we must have arrived at the exact point at which the normal 
route by the South-west arete begins. Our relief cannot be described 
in words. · 

Moreover, the weather was improving. The mists were thinning, 
and vve glimpsed the crenellated outline of the ridge, above and on our 
right, touched by the last rays of watery sunlight. As we plunged on 
downwards in the gathering darkness, the valleys were filled with a 
strange and fascinating light electric blue or purple ; such as I have 
never previously seen. Stumbling on dowp to the level of the Sele 
glacier, we groped our way up abominable screes in pitch darkness to 
the hut, which we reached eighteen hours after leaving it that morning . 
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