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PEAR BUTTRESS FROM SNOW ARETE ON OLD BRENVA ROUTE. 
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THE BRENV A FACE (I) 
RouTE MAJOR BY MooNLIGHT 

• • 

BY F. R. BROOKE 

Read to the Alpine Club on Monday, December 3, 1951. 

URING Augu~t, Captain Michael Banks, R.M., and I had been to 
North-east Greenland with Commander Simpson's Naval Ex
pedition. There, during our long marches and in camp at 

evening, we often made plans for an Alpine holiday and always the talk 
came round to the Brenva face of Mont Blanc and Route Major. Were 
we justified in attempting it ? Would the days be long enough and 
the weather and snow conditions good enough in mid-September to 
give us-a chance ? And, perhaps most important of all, would we even 
get the leave? These questions were impossible to answer. We had 
little enough experience of great mountaineering, our only yardstick 
for comparison being an ascent of the Frontier ridge of Mont Maudit 
which I had made the previous summer with T. A. H. Peacocke's. 
party. We could only hold by that sound advice plan courageously, 
execute cautiously. · 

'Ve got a fortnight's leave and went off to the Alps fitter than ever 
before. At Chamonix the weather was fine and we heard that recently 
it had not been too bad and, though the big rock climbs could be 
counted out, the snow routes were in good condition. We began to 
feel quite hopeful and walked up to the Couvercle the same evening. 
In four days of unsettled weather, which broke for one stormy night, 
we climbed the Aiguilles Ravanel, Mummery, Verte, and Rochefort. 
The weather then improved and appeared set fair, but how long could 
we trust it ? We had intended to climb the Old Brenva Route first but 
we both realised it 'vas now or never for Route Major. _ 

So at 05.10 on Sunday, September 16, we left the Torino hut in bright 
moonlight and a cloudless sky. Never have I been so conscious of 
perfect weather, never has snow felt so crisp beneath my feet. We 
were bound for a great climb and our hopes were high_. 

The bivouac-hut on the C<>l de la Fourche was reached at 07.30 and 
after a halt for second breakfast we went on to Col Moore to examine 
the route from there. My chief concern was finding the best route to 
the <Sentinelle in the dark and I therefore urged an early start to allow 
time for route-finding errors. We were discussing this when Banks said : 
' Why not do the climb by moonlight ? ' It was a rather staggering sug~ 
gestion and although the moon was full it seemed senseless to increase the~ 
difficulties of a climb which we knew would be a severe test even unde~r 
the best conditions. But the idea was an attractive one ; we discussed 
it in detail and soon came to the-conclusion that not only was it practical 
but that it offered some definite advantages. We could be certain of 
having good snow all the way ; the troaverse to the Sentinelle would be 
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done in the last of the daylight ; the moonlight would at least take us 
to the foot of the upper snow aretes, and these, if necessary, we felt 
sure could be climbed by torchlight. Only the Final buttress remained 
and there we would-be bound to be in shadow. But even if we failed 
to get up it by torchlight there would be only two or three hours to 
wait before dawn. It would be a bitterly cold wait but we thought the 
risk was worth taking. Finally, should we be much slower than ex-
pected we had all the following day to complete the climb or find our way 
safely down again. However, we gave optimism full rein and hoped to 
be on the summit in time to see the sunrise. 

This decided, we returned to the hut in the now rapidly softening 
~now and rested through the afternoon. With the hot sun beating 

·down outside, the interior of the hut was like an oven and sleep was 
impossible · even if I had been able to still the turmoil of thoughts and 
hopes in my mind. It was a relief to get up at 16.oo to eat some food 
and prepare to start. · 

We left at 17.20. Though the sun had been off the glacier for well 
over an hour the snow was still soft and wet, and we sank in up to our 
ankles. It meant frozen boots and cold feet higher up. We reached 
Col Moore in an hour and went straight on to cross the first couloir on 
the traverse to the Sentinelle. The snow was soft, deep and steep, 
so we moved one at a time, linking up the rock outcrops. It was 
noticeable how, even over short distances, the snow improved as we 
went forward, and by the time we reached the edge of the second 
couloir or snowfield it was firm and reliable. The drainage-run in 
the middle of the second couloir which caused so much trouble in 1928 

was now only four feet deep with walls of hard snow. It did not take 
me long to cut steps across. . 

On the far side we halted on some rocks to strap on crampons. 
While on the other side of Mont Blanc the sun was now sinking below 
the horizon, the silver orb of the moon rose before our eyes and sailed 
up into a cloudless sky, touching the whole mountainside with a pale 
delicate light. 

~ 

Our way led on across snow slopes ; . then across the big couloir on · 
the near side of the Sentinelle which was rock this year, and finally 
a stiff pull up snow and scattered rocks brought us to the Sentinelle at 
20.00. It would have been quite dark now but for the moon's brilliant 
light which bathed the mountainside in a splendour such as I have 
r:ever seen before. , 

The lead had changed during the pull up to the Senti~elle and 
Banks went ahead up and across the couloir on the far side of the 
Sentinelle and across the lower rocks of Mummery's rib to the Great 
couloir. This we crossed moving both together on good snow without 
having to cut any steps. There was no ice run in the couloir, t4ough 
a little powder snow was drifting down the centre. At the far side we 
went up the· edge of the couloir until above the first step. The slope 
leading up to the ridge above the step was bare ice broken here and there 
by sl3:bby .rocks deeply emb~dded in the ice, so we went ~ littl~ higher 
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where there were more rocks. Banks went ahead to tackle them. The 
rocks were in fact a hindrance rather than a help, being sl~bby and 
holdless, preventing the correct placing of his steps. The difficulties 
steadily increased and eventually he had to admit defeat. We descended 
to just above the step where I cut up to the crest of the ridge. Here 
as elsewhere the ice was peculiarly hard and glue-like, requiring many 
blows of the axe to make a step. A few feet higher we halted to take 
off crampons· and eat some chocolate. From here we had a grand out
ward view of the Brenva ice ridge away to our left, while at our feet in 
the valley far below the lights of Entreves shone brightly. 

Banks went ahead up easy rocks which brought us to the first snow 
arete. This was narrow for a few feet before broadening out. We 
kicked steps along it with one foot on either side, moving both together. 
On the Middle buttress which now confronted us we followed Graham 
Brown's route as we tried to do throughout. The slabby rocks on the 
right we found quite difficult in the oblique light of the moon. Banks 
traversed along the ice ledge to the left, going first down and then up 
and having to cut a number of steps. I joined him and went ahead 
cutting steps up the ice chimney above, keeping to the rock as much a~ 
possible, first on the right and then on the left. Entry into the small 
upper snow chimney was barred by a six-foot rock wall capped by ice. 
I tried its upper end but it was quite hopeless. Banks then surmounted 
it lower down to the right Hp a crack by a strenuous piece. of climbing. 
A few feet ,of narrow chimney brought him to the top of the buttres~ at 
2J.IO, where I joined him. 

We were now at the foot of the upper snow aretes, so we halted for 
half an hour to put on crampons and eat chocolate and biscuits. It 
was a good viewpoint but I can remember little of the details of the 
view. They were swallowed up in the immensity and be.auty of the 
whole. 

After all too short a halt we set off up the aretes. Banks was going 
very well and here as elsewhere on the mountain he did more than his 
fair share of the work. He led up the steep first part of the second 
arete, I led up to the outcrop between ~he second and third aretes, and 
Banks. led the long final arete. These aretes were straightforward but 
hard work. The snow on the right was always soft enough to drive the 
axe in shaft deep if required. We kicked steps along the crest, only 
having to cut steps for a few feet below the outcrop between the second 
and third aretes. As we climbed we were conscious of the Final 
buttress far above, leaning out over the aretes, challenging our further 
advance. For many hours it had been our goal, for there our difficul
ties would be at their greatest. It was encouraging to see that we were 
getting appreciably closer. 

The moon was playing its part well and when we reached the foot of 
the Pedestal it was still just clear of the Peteret ridge. We halted on 
a rock ledge from which it was necessary to traverse left across slabby 
rocks into an ice gully above its steepest lower section. Banks at
tempted this in crampons, but failed and returned with difficulty. We 
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then both took our crampons off and he tried again, this time with 
success. The ice in the gully was the usual glue-like substance so, 
after cutting a few steps and evidently deciding that anything was better 
than step-cutting, he made his way out to the left up small steep ribs 
of rock separated by shallow grooves of snow and ice, hoping to reach 
a snow slope above. The difficulties gradually increased and about 
12ft. up he could make no further progress. He was loth to descend 
without the moral support of a rope from above, so called on me to 
follow and to try directly up the gully. This I did and after cut
ting a few more steps managed to obtain lodgement on the rock wall 
on the right and so came to the top of the Pedestal. I was now slightly 
above Banks and able to give him a good belay while he descended into 
the gully again. But after repeated attempts he couldn't find a vital 
foothold. At this critical juncture he discovered a small knobble of 
rock and after clearing away the snow and ice he doubled the rope 
round it and, sliding down to better holds, soon joined me. 

Had we been wise we would have halted here for food and more 
clothing. However, the climb was going well and we were keen to get 
the difficulties over. According to my notes there would only be one 
hard pitch on the Final buttress . we didn't think it would take us long. 

Good snow took us under the overhanging walls of the Final buttress 
to the' Unclimbable' Corner. We halted while Banks put on his head 
torch, for we had left direct moonlight for good and though a cet:tai-n 
amount of light was reflected from the ice cliffs and surrounding snows, 
this became steadily weaker and we were to remain in dim light until 
dawn. Banks moved into the corner where the snow had slipped 
away, and there seemed to be much snow and ice above. The 'Un
climbable ' Corner was living up to its name, so without wasting further 
time we kicked steps in good snow down and round the rock tongue 
up into the recess. 
· These rocks seldom see the sun and all the ledges were coated with 

· powder snow yet I don't suppose there was so very much more than 
in former years. But we were tackling them at the darkest and coldest 
part of the night during those grim hours that precede the dawn when 
no one is at his best. Most of our difficulties must be attributed 
to this. 

Moderately difficult rocks took us to the foot of the little 1o-ft. · 
chimney or open groove which is the major difficulty on the climb. 
There was a small stance more reminiscent of Clogwyn-du'r-Arddu 
than the Alps on which I could get half a boot and the toe nails of the 
other and a convenient flake of rock at chest height round which to 
belay the rope. We started by throwing a bight of rope round a 
bollard at the top of the chimney. After several attempts success was 
achieved. I could now give Banks some direct help with the rope. 
Still encumbered with rucksack and axe, he attempted the chimney. 
There is virtually no foothold and after hanging on with one hand for 
some time, sweeping away snow from the ledge above in search of 
holds with the other, he was too arm-weary to do more and came 
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down. After a rest he handed me his rucksack and tried again. As 
he was hoisting himself up, his right handhold came away ; somehow 
he managed .to grab another and after a desperate struggle levered 
himself over the top. The rucksacks were then hauled up and hung · 
from the rock bollard. Banks then took the long step across on to the 
sloping snow-covered ledge and, finding a small belay in the rock wall 
above, called on me to follow. . 

I had been standing immobile on my stance for probably fifteen 
minutes and maybe even longer, but it was certainly long enough for 
me to be almost literally frozen stiff and I shouted up to Banks that 
I would probably need a strong pull. He did his best but even so 
I couldn't make it and had to go down. · I had just reached the foot of 
the chimney again when I heard a startled exclamation from above, a 
black object cartwheeled through the air and, striking the base of the 
rocks in a shower of sparks, sailed on towards the Great couloir. It 
was Banks' axe which had somehow been dislodged from the soft snow 
by his side. For a timeless moment we stood spellbound by this 
disaster and then I spotted it. By some miracle it had stuck shaft first 
into the snow perhaps a hundred feet down. Held on the rope by 
Banks, I went down and collected it. The double responsibility of 
carrying both axes· up the chimney weighed heavy and to safeguard 
against further mishap I lashed them to my waist loop. 

Banks now took up a position straddled across the long step where 
he would be better placed to help me. To make absolutely certain 
that I wouldn't fail again he lowered a foot loop from his waist and with 
this aid and a hefty haul from above I sprawled over the lip of the 
chimney. The worst of our troubles were over. 

We sorted out the rucksacks and then both moved across to the 
ledge and while I belayed Banks' rope he went round into' the upper 
gully. Not realising that the route broke out to the right after 30 ft., 
he went on until stopped by a small overhang 6oft. up. I joined him 
there and as the gully looked as though it would go once the overhang 
was surmounted we decided to have a shot at it. ·It was necessary to 
give him a shoulder. The gully is very narrow here and with an 
impeding rucksack I failed to get high enough up and the attempt 
failed. · 

We then descended to look at the original route but before attempting 
it we halted for a little food. Our climbing was lacking in that ' pep ' 
and determination so essential to success and under these circumstances 
a mouthful or two of cold pemmican provided just the fillip we 'needed. 
There were two possible exits on the right, the upper being almost 
certainly the correct one, but both were up slabby rocks overlaid with 
thin ice. Both might have gone, though to descend again would have 
been very much harder and, with no guarantee of reaching easy ground 
beyond, we preferred to make a more determined attempt ori the over
hang in the upper gully. This time I got into the right position and 
Banks stepped off my shoulder up over the obstacle. A long cold 
wait followed , standing in a stream of loose snow and lumps of ice, one 
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of which struck me smartly on the head. It \vas impossible to get out 
of the way. About 6o ft. up Banks was stopped by another small 
overhang and called on me to follow, with the warning that though 
he was moderately well placed he could not haul me as he had done at 
the chimney. Overhang is perhaps the wrong description for this 
obstacle ; it is really an outward sloping mantelshelf at chest height with 
a more than vertical wall below. So \vith a' one two three, up ' I 
provided the propelling force, while a good haul on the rope by Banks 
kept me in balance. - · 

The upper overhang was a less formidable though strenuous ob
stacle, and as Banks went on I vvas grateful to find an out-jutting block 
under which I could hide my head. Thereafter the snow and ice and 
occasional rock which Banks dislodged as he gained the friable rocks 
near the top no longer worried me. Presently he shouted down the 
grand news that he was at the top of the rocks and I made haste to 
join him. 

It was wonderful to be out of the close confines of the gully out 
on to the open mountainside again. The contrast was all the greater 
for, during our struggles in the gully, daylight had come unnoticed. 
For me the Final buttress will always be remembered as a period of 
darkness, cold and intense effort, sandwiched between the brilliant 
moonlight below and daylight above. 

·We went on a little higher and halted at an outcrop of rock to adjust 
our clothing. We were still wearing the same clothing as when we 
left the Col de la Fourche in my case a string vest, a Shetland pullover, 
shirt and anorak. Banks was similarly c]ad. We had been warm 
enough until we embarked on the Final buttress, but why during our 
long painful hours there we didn't halt to put on extra clothes I cannot 
imagine. Perhaps it was the sense of urgency which possessed us 
throughout the climb and made us cut our halts to a minimum. 

The weather was no longer good, clouds had formed over the foot
hills and ragged clouds were being blown low down over the summit 
of Mont Blanc by a westerly wind. We should undoubtedly have 
turned back had we delayed our attempt until the usual hour. 

I went. ahead and as I kicked steps up the final snow slope below the 
ice cliffs the snow at my feet flushed pink. Turning, I saw the red 
ball of the sun rise above the horizon just clear of a cloud bank. Seldom 
have I been so glad to see it never have I been so thankful to feel its 
warmth. 

The ice cliffs were both stable and easy. A serac stood out from 
the remainder of the cliffs at the top of the buttress. I cut a few steps 
in hard flaky green ice on the right side of this serac whence snow took 
me to the neck joining the serac with the main mass. Step-kicking up 
this ridge brought .me to the upper snows of Mont Blanc at about 
o6.3o. · · 

There \Vith all difficulties behind us my story should end but un
fortunately the climb did not. It went on for another thousand feet 
and a weary slog it proved. The loose surface snow kept slipping off 
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the hard neve below and we were soon reduced to leading for five
minute spells. Brandy was ineffective and food not much better. At 
long last Col lVIajor was reached and towards eight o'clock, fourteen 
and a half hours after they had left the Col de la Fourche, two very 
tired mountaineers plodded up the final slope of Mont Blanc. 

The view was almost totally obscured by driving cloud and we 
hurried on down to the V allot hut for coffee, food, and to examine our 
feet. We hadn't escaped unscathed. Banks' feet in a roomy pair of 
Vibram-soled boots were all right, except for a curious sensation in 
his little toes. I had foolishly been wearing a rather tight pair of 
nailed boots and had suffered slight frostbite in my right foot, aggra
vated by the bruising effect of step-kicking in frozen boots. Next 
morning my foot was so swollen it ,.vas all I could do to get a boot on. 

After a long halt we went on down to the Grands Mulets where we 
slept through the afternoon, finally walking through mist and rain to 
spend a happy evening at the Plan de I' Aiguille. 

This \Vas far and away the finest and most enjoyable climp that 
Banks and I had ever done. The wonderful mo~nlit views, the very 
immensity of the face on which we stood, and the great interest and 
variety of the climbing all combined to make it an unforgettable 

• experience. 
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