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AT THE MONTANVERT IN THE 
El G HTEEN-NINETIES 

BY C. H. PASTEUR 

[The following article by the late Charles Pasteur has been put together from 
his manuscript drafts and notes, found after his death. So well-remembered 
a figure in the Alpine Club n eeds little in the way of introduction here. He was 
born on November 16, 1869, and died July 3 I, 1955, having been elected to the 
A.C. in 18go. The note on him in Mumm's Alpine Club R egister, vol. iii, and 
the obituary notice in A.J. 6o. 406, give further details about him; here it is enough 
to say that, being the son of an old member of the Club, Henri Pasteur, and a 
brother of another, William Pasteur, mountaineering was in his blood, and the 
strain has descended to later generations. 

The period of climbing activity he describes in this article, at the Montanvert 
in the early 'nineties, seems almost to belong to the classic age, since aiguille 
climbing had appeared relatively late on in the scene, and many of the earlier 
climbers were still active. Charles Pasteur did not live to get his notes into final 
form, and we are indebted to his son, Mr. H. W. Pasteur, for having put the 
narrative into order. The Assistant Editors are responsible for the footnotes.] 

HAVE been asked to give a short account of my recollections of 
Montanvert and the climbing that was carried out in that neigh
bourhood during the last few years of the nineteenth century. Our 

late President suggested that I was the only member of the Club 'vho 
was old enough to remember that period. It is not so much a question 
of my present age as of my having been taken to the mountains young 
enough to enable me to meet many of the older and some of the original 
members of this club when they were still active. 

For this I am indebted to my father, who was a keen mountaineer 
and who was wise enough to take his children with him on his climbing 
holidays, thus giving them a chance of learning Alpine craft at an early 
age and inspiring them with a love of the mountains which they never lost. 

At that time Chamonix was by no means as accessible as it is now. The 
raihvay did not go beyond Geneva and the rest of the journey was made 
in a diligence, a heavy clumsy sort of coach dravvn by six horses. The 
fifty mile journey from Geneva took ten to eleven hours, going through 
Bonneville, Cl uses, Sallanches and St. Gervais, and arriving at Chamonix 
between 5 and 6 in the afternoon. 

Most of the visitors and guides who were not on a mountain would 
congregate round the Post Office for the arrival of the diligence, one of 
the chief events of the day in what vvas then a quiet little country to,vn. 
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Those for Montanvert would see their luggage loaded on to the mules 
and start off as soon as possible to get up before dark. 

This lack of accessibility applied to most Alpine resorts and led to 
many climbers remaining for a considerable period in the same place, 
helping to form those firm and lasting friendships which are the very 
essence of the Alpine Club. 

Another feature of the valley in those days was the size of the glaciers, 
which were very much larger than they are now. I remember coming 
to Chamonix by diligence in my school days when the glacier des 
Bossons was less than Ioo yards from the high road from les Houches 
to Chamonix. The Mer de Glace then came right down below the 
Chapeau over the Rochers Rouges. There is no doubt that these 
advancing glaciers added greatly to the beauty of the valley, with blue 
ice showing up against the fields and woods instead of grey moraine. 

Climbing at the end of last century differed from present-day climbing 
in many ways. One of the chief differences at Montanvert was the 
more or less complete absence of huts. There were then no huts with 
the exception of those on the Grands Mulets and on the Col du Geant 
and two broken down ones half-full of ice, one on the Aiguille du Gouter 
and the other on the Col du Midi. This meant very long days unless 
one slept out. 

My earliest recollection of the Montanvert is I 87 5 and I find from an 
old photograph that the following members of the Club were there
C. E. Mathews and W. E. Davidson. The Drus had not yet been 
climbed and the attention of the leading climbers was also turning 
towards the Grepon, the Charmoz and the Aiguille sans Nom, which had 
a strange attraction for climbers for many years. Oakley Maund was 
also trying to get up the Aiguille Verte by the North face. 

On my first visit to Montanvert as a schoolboy, the hotel was kept 
by Auguste Tairraz, who afterwards went to the Dauphine to take over the 
Chalet Hotel at La Berarde. He was succeeded by Alfred Simond and 
his brother Franc;ois took over the Cantine at the Chapeau. Both were 
ex-guides who took great interest in what was going on in the climbing 
world. 

During my earlier visits to Chamonix as a schoolboy, many of the older 
school of climbers were still active, such as C. E. Mathews, F. Morshead, 
Sir Alfred Wills, J. Eccles (who made the first ascent of Mont Blanc by 
the ridge from the Aiguille Blanche de Peuterey), Edward Davidson, 
Horace Walker and his sister, Clinton Dent, who seemed to give up 
serious climbing in the Alps after conquering the Dru and was engaged 
with Slater on the scientific research on causes and results of mountain 
sickness. C. D. Cunningham was frequently at Couttet's, busy with 
his book on guides. On one occasion, as I was passing through 
Chamonix, he asked me to come and lunch with him and Whymper; 
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this was the only occasion on which I met the latter. The two well
known painters, Gabriel Loppe and Alfred Williams, were both fre
quently at work in that neighbourhood. The latter had a small hut at 
Pierre a Beranger, near the Jardin, where he was always ready towel
come passers-by. 

It was indeed a pleasure to hear these veterans talk of their early ex
periences and how they had to rough it and how much they enjoyed 
the present-day luxury. They were a hardy lot. For example, one 
day in 1864 Fred Morshead came down to breakfast at Couttet's at 
6 o'clock. As it was a fine day, he thought he would stroll up to the 
Grands Mulets and he ended by going up to the top of Mont Blanc and 
back in I 6 hours, by himself. Another amusing incident which I remem
ber well was when Mathews took his eldest son for a walk to Trelaporte 
and lost himself. As he had not returned by dinner time, Melchior 
Anderegg went out to look for him and found him and his son patiently 
resting on top of a vertical rock wall, down which they could not find 
the ,;vay. 

After these came that fine lot of climbers well known to so many of 
us who, following in the footsteps of the two Pilkingtons and Gardiner, 
raised the standard of guideless climbing to the high pitch which it has 
now attained. 

Amongst these the most interesting personality was undoubtedly 
Albert Mummery. It is difficult to tell how he compares with the best 
modern climbers but in his time he was ' facile princeps '. Wherein 
lay his great superiority is a difficult question to answer. He was very 
short-sighted and did not like wearing his stronger spectacles until it 
was absolutely necessary, with the result that he was a clumsy walker 
and no one who had not seen him at work would credit him with his 
outstanding powers as a climber and a leader. He was a man of 
will-power and energy, tempered with a marvellous patience. If 
a climb did not succeed one day it could always be returned to again 
until it did succeed. His temperament allowed him to enjoy every 
minute of his day's climb whether he got to the top or not. He was 
always happy on a mountain and that is what made him such a 
delightful companion. 

In 1891 I was asked by G. Morse to join him and J. H. Wicks in the 
Dauphine. We climbed there for ten days and distinguished ourselves 
by getting benighted on the Meije and spending the night standing on 
a ledge a little below the Glacier Carre. After that we moved on to 
Chamonix, where we were again in 1892 when Morse and Wicks were 
very anxious to have another try at the Grepon by what was known as 
CP route, that is up the South-west face. They had been turned back 
before on more than one occasion by an overhanging rock within 200 ft . 
of the top. 
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Unfortunately Wicks was recalled to London on his arrival at 
Chamonix and he was replaced by Claude Wilson and J. H. Gibson, 
who happened to be at the Montanvert. 

We left the hotel at 2.40 a.m. on August 8, 1892, going right 
up the N antillons glacier to CP and up the rocks to the col between 
Pointe Balfour and the Grepon summit. Up to this point the going is 
easy. 

From here the only way up is to skirt left on to the West face of the 
mountain along a rock shelf as far as it goes and there go straight up 
over an overhanging rock, on which there is very little handhold. Morse 
had worked out a scheme by which the rope could be thrown over from 
a little above the col between the Grepon and Pointe Balfour to fall in 
such a position that it could be reached by a climber who was partially 
over the overhang and steady him sufficiently to enable him to get over 
the overhang into the small chimney above it. The placing of this rope 
was a complicated business entailing a very difficult lot of climbing to 
reach the only spot from which the rope could be thrown and a piton 
fixed to hold it. This was done by Morse, after which Gibson took the 
lead. I should mention that the fixed rope came down from the right 
over a smooth slab of rock while the chimney above the overhang, 
which was the only way by which the ascent could be made, bore to 
the left. Consequently, the fixed rope was more useful as a safeguard 
in case of a slip than a direct help to getting over the overhang. 

Gibson, who was a good gymnast and very strong in the arms, man
aged to surmount the overhang at his first attempt and after that it was 
easy for the rest of the party to get up with a little help from the rope. 
We left an axe on the top with my scarf tied to it as a flag. . As none of 
the party knew the vvay down by the Mummery chimney, we returned 
by the same route as the ascent and got back to the Montanvert at 5.40 
after a most enjoyable day. 

A few days later Mummery was talking to me outside the hotel vvhen 
he suddenly said, ' Would you like to recover your scarf from the 
Grepon? ' On my asking him what he meant he told me that his party, 
Collie, Hastings and himself, were thinking of attempting the traverse 
of the Grepon. H e had made the first ascent on the North-west side, 
better known as the Mummery route, with Alexander Burgener and 
Venetz in 188r. The only ascent since then had been Dunod's on the 
other side.1 M ummery said that he wanted to see if he could find 
the way up his old route and if they reached the top to come down by the 

1 Prior to the ascent made on August 8, G . H. Morse had r eached the lower 
summit of the Grepon on August I , r889, whilst M . Dunod had attained t he 
highest point on Sept. z, r88s, The 'scarf recovery ' ascent described by 
Pasteur was really the fifth, for J. H. Wicks h ad m ade the true third ascent by 
Dunod's route on August 9, 1889 [A .J. 39· 254]. 
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CP route, thus making the first traverse of the peak. Unfortunately, 
none of the party had ever been on the CP route on the South-west side 
of the mountain and he asked me if I would join them and show them 
the way down. It is needless to say that I accepted the offer with 
alacrity. 

We started at 2.20 a.m. on August I8, I892; as usual there was a con
siderable amount of grumbling at the lack of paths through what used 
to be known as the Valley of Rocks, especially from Mummery who was 
never at his best on stones in the dark. The Charmoz couloir was prac
tically clear of snow and ice and we did not rope till we left the couloir 
and got on to the foot of the Grepon. No great difficulty was encountered 
till we got to the foot of the Mummery chimney. Mummery tackled this 
so quietly and with such deliberation that once or twice I wondered if he 
could succeed or not, but succeed he did and after he was up it did not 
take very long for the rest of the party to get up with the help of the ropes. 
After that it was more or less plain sailing to the first summit, which we 
reached at I o.o. After half an hour for rest and food we moved on to 
tackle the South or real summit. Mummery was brooding over the 
last 30 to 40ft. which had nearly baffled Venetz eleven years before, and 
feeling very doubtful about our eventual success. When we got to the 
gap before the final peak we fixed I oo ft. of rope and reversed our order 
of going, Mummery coming last instead of leading. Collie, Hastings 
and I got down comfortably with the help of the fixed rope but when 
Mummery was about half-way down, the fixed rope gave way as he 
pulled on it. Luckily he was not trusting entirely to the rope and when 
he had pulled in about IO ft. of it, it stuck again and nothing could move 
it although vve all three pulled on it together as hard as we could. 
Mummery finished his descent using the fixed rope as little as possible 
and there was a sigh of relief when he had rejoined us. 

Very shortly after that I found that we had rejoined the CP route and 
I shouted to Mummery, 'We are up'. Mummery turned round and 
said to me rather sharply, ' The hardest part of the climb is still in front 
of us '. I said, ' Nonsense, it is a walk,' and pointed out the way we had 
taken ten days previously, which was slightly to our right, and in a few 
minutes we were all seated on the summit. Apparently on their first 
ascent they had gone more to the left and Venetz had got up the last 
pitch -vvith the greatest difficulty. After a short silence M. said tersely, 
' I will never know if we are d ... d fools or if the top of the mountain 
has been changed by a fall of rock'. I retrieved my scarf which I have 
still got. On the descent we reversed the order on the rope and I led 
down to CP, where we found the porters and a bottle of Bouvier, which 
was a pleasant finale to a most successful day. Fortunately, present
day climbers who cross the mountain are spared the expense of sending 
a porter to CP to pull the party up a short perpendicular face of rock 
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which blocks the descent, as I understand that an alternative route has 
been found to avoid this. 

CP are two large letters painted in red by Charlet Purre [sic., ? Pierre J 
to mark the highest point he reached many years ago. 2 This is interest
ing when vie\-ved in the light of the development in rock climbing. As 
far back as I89I CP was considered to be the spot at which real climbing 
began, while nowadays I have no doubt that the Grepon is a back
number altogether. 

Another curious thing about the mountain is that for many years 
guides were averse to going on it owing to superstitious fears. I remem
ber Emile Rey one of the finest of guides, saying to me ' J e n'irais pas 
sur cette montagne pour soo francs '. 

I ·had another day with the same3 party, including ladies over the 
Charmoz (traversing the mountain). 

My third climb with them, which should have been interesting, was 
spoiled by the weather. One night at about I I o'clock Mummery went 
out to look at the weather before turning in it had been raining on and 
off all day. He came in again saying ' there is not a cloud in the sky; 
let us have breakfast and start for somewhere '. Collie, Hastings and 
I were the only volunteers and it vvas arranged that Mummery and I 
should go for the little Dru and Collie and H astings for the big Dru, 
and that they should pull me up the slab between the two and we should 
let them down on to the little Dru. At that time the traverse from one 
peak to the other had not yet been discovered. 4 We went up and 
changed, had breakfast, and started early accompanied by Alfred 
Simond, "vho said he would come as far as the slopes belovv the Charpoua 
glacier with us to have a look at his sheep. Before \\'e got to the Dru 
gite the weather began to take a turn for the worse, but both parties 
started over the glacier in their respective directions only to be driven 
back by sheets of rain before reaching the rocks of the Dru. We got 
back to Montanvert wet through in time for breakfast and for the jeers 
of those who had remained in their beds. This ended my climbs with 
that party. They \-Vere not many, but they were sufficient to explain 
why Mummery succeeded where so many had failed. If he had made 
up his mind that a climb was possible nobody could persuade him that 
it was not; this was shown by his climb up the North face of the Aiguille 
du Plan after first failing and spending two days on the mountain with 

2 The usual interpretation of C.P. is that the initials stood for C(harlet) and 
P(ayot), i.e. J can Charlct (\\·ho late r married Miss traton) and Prosper Payot. 
See A .J. 31. 120, and 39· 250 . 

3 Not quite the same, for H astings dropped out, whilst E llis Carr and 
Petherick came in. 

4 Pasteur's m emo ry is at fault here ; the traverse from Grand to Petit was done 
in 1887 and from Petit to G rand in 1889, though in both cases parties on the 
G rand gave assistance . 

VOL. LXIII 0. C 'XCVII P 
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Slings by and Ellis Carr. 5 His descent of the ice-cliff on the latter 
occasion was a masterpiece of ice-work which could not have been 
bettered by any guide. H e was a delightful climbing companion, most 
unassuming, and he always gave the rest of his party the impression that 
they were as good as he was, a great incentive to a young climber to do 
his best. 

I hope I have not over-emphasised Mummery's position as a climber; 
there were many others not far behind him, but somehovv 1nany of them 
failed where he succeeded. I climbed on many occasions vvith George 
Morse, who was very little behind Mummery as a climber and a guide. 
His guiding instinct was particularly good ; in difficult places he took every 
possible precaution. He also had an uncanny knowledge of when it 
was time to turn back. 

Frequenters of the mountains also owe a great deal to Alfred and 
Fran9ois Simond. The former kept the Montanvert Hotel and the 
latter the Chapeau. Both vvere ex-guides and first-class rock climbers 
and they were always ready to advise guideless parties and on occasions 
to accompany them. They were a valuable addition to a climbing 
party and enjoyed a day out as much as a schoolboy does an unexpected 
holiday. 

The mountains which aroused the greatest interest were the Grepon, 
the Aiguille sans Nom, the search of another route up the Aiguille V erte 
in place of the dangerous couloir, 6 and the Dent du Requin. The last
mentioned was first noticed as a distinct peak by Claude Wilson, and he 
and I \vith Auguste Cupelin made the first attempt on it7 without getting 
very far. There was also a considerable amount of activity on the 
southern side of Mont Blanc. 

5 This is not correct. Mummery never succeeded in ascending the Plan by 
the North face, but in 1893 m ade a ne-vv route on the Western side of the moun
tain. It was not until 1924 that a route was forced up the North face when 
MM. J. Lagarde, J. de Lepiney and H. de Segogne made the ascent by the 
hanging glacier de Blaitiere and the Breche du Ca!man. Five years later 
M. P. Dillemann, with Armand Charlet and J ules Simond, made the first direct 
ascent b y way of the glacier du Plan. 

6 It ·will be remembered that Hudson, K ennedy and others had in fact found 
an alternative route, the Moine arete, only a few days after Whymper had made 
the first ascent of the mountain in 1865. But it had been forgotten until it was 
re-opened by Mummery's party in r894, whilst the other early route by the 
Cordier couloir on the Argentiere face was not likely to become a rival to 
Whymper's couloir. 

7 On July 31, 1890. 
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