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THREE CLIMBS FROM CHAMONIX 

R. L. B. COLLEDGE 

HE_N Dennis Davis and Dave Briggs arrived in Chamonix in 
1956, fresh from England, I was able to report the usual con
ditions of too much snow too low down. With fine weather 

now prevailing however, it seemed the time to do some good snow 
routes. Accordingly a start vvas made in the direction of the Argentiere 
hut near the head of the Argentiere glacier, and eventually we found 
·ourselves walking along the glacier underneath the North face of the 
Aiguille Verte, admiring the wonderful sweep of the Couturier couloir. 

Next morning saw us moving easily up this couloir, although a snow
bridge over the rimaye had only been found by a persistent search. 
As so often the only crossing point seemed to be the avalanche groove, 
and had we noted this the previous afternoon we would have saved a 
few minutes. As each man took his turn in kicking steps in frot:lt, so 
the laborious nature of the task was driven home to· him, but never 
once did he fail to appreciate the magnificence of his surroundings. 
Although our puny efforts seemed to make no difference in that great 
snow slope, yet at last we reached the top of the couloir, to look back 
with great satisfaction at our line of tracks now glistening in the sun
shine. Grateful that we did not have to descend the same way, we 
continued up the dome that forms the summit, working our way up 
snow which had the texture of flour and made us think of treadmills. 
The summit was reached at g.Io a.m. 

On the far side of the mountain, the Whymper couloir had been 
climbed for the first time for a week or so, and we considered ourselves 
lucky to be able to use the other party's tracks. There was little snow 
in the actual couloir, but once we broke out to traverse across the rocks, 
we were often up to our thighs in snow as we ploughed down in hot 
sunshine. 

Back in Chamonix it -vvas decided that the Aiguille Noire de Peuterey 
would at least be free of snow, and so a traverse across to the Val Veni 
was planned. Instead of going via the Mer de Glace, we preferred to 
do another snow climb by ascending the North face of the Aiguille du 
Plan by the Glacier du Plan, and then descending the far side to the 
Glacier du Geant. 

Next day saw us using the telepherique to the Plan de 1 'Aiguille 
hotel, where we shared accommodation with a party of French climbers 
in an obscure annex. Before we rolled into our blankets, one of the 
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Frenchmen, noticing we had an alarm clock, asked us to awake them 
at one o'clock in the morning. Our immediate reaction was a very loud 
and amazed 'No'. 'Please,' he said, 'We climb so slowly that . an 
early start is necessary for us.' In vain we explained that they would 
have to wait at the foot of the first rocks until it was light enough ·to 
climb. Their pleadings won the day and, compromising, we set the 
alarm for 1.30 a.m., determined that we ourselves would sleep until 
2.30. 

Our French friends were a large party and by the time they had 
sorted themselves out next morning, we were thoroughly awake, and 
thirsting for a cup of tea. Knowing that if we fell asleep again we might 
not awake so easily, one by one we pulled on boots and sat gloomily 
over the little petrol stove, waiting for the tea which, when laced with 
lemonade powder and sugar, made us forget even alarm clocks. Almost 
for the want of something to do we clumsily spread butter and jam on 
to hard pieces of bread. Now impatience began to manifest itself, and 
though we knew we should wait for at least another hour, the excite
ment of the coming climb was gripping us. So it was we left much 
too early to walk slowly up towards the Glacier de Blaitiere. ., . 

From our observations the previous evening we knew that once-on 
the Glacier de Blaitiere, we had an easy walk to the foot of a large rock 
buttress at the foot of the Glacier du Plan. This glacier descends from 
near the summit of the Aiguille du Plan, to be split at its base by the 
rock buttress, which is normally climbed complete to avoid dangerous 
ice cliffs on either side. On reaching the buttress we observed that the 
French were climbing by torch light, but the many stones they dislodged 
deterred us from following suit. As they had explained, they climbed 
slowly, and so it was dawn before the stones .stopped falling. 

Somewhat cold now, but eager for work, we raced up the first part 
of the buttress. Indeed we might have caught up with the others fairly 
soon, had not David tried to make a hard climb of it by attempting the 
wrong side of a rock tower. Yet we were all to blame for, having blindly 
followed the French up the first rocks, we now observed tracks in the 
snow to the left of the buttress, coming up to a point where access to 
our position was but a short pitch. The ascent of the buttress offered 
little difficulty, and eventually we were climbing snow-covered slabs 
on a ridge which led into the glacier itself. At this point we overtook 
our French friends, and after strapping on crampons, launched into a 
series of easy ice steps, which took us · onto a snow slope below an 
enormous ice bulge. On either side of the bulge were crumbling ice 
cliffs so characteristic of the route. Beyond the bulge we could see 
numerous other ice cliffs, indicating that route-finding amongst them 
was going to be interesting. . . 

Dennis now took his turn in front, cutttng or enlargtng small steps 
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for crampon points as he traversed across a steep part of the bulge. 
Above the bulge was another party of three Belgians, who had bivouacked 
at the top of the rock buttress, but they had not left much in the way 
of steps. At the end of the traverse Dennis paused whilst Dave· joined 
him, and then moved upwards. Moving independently in the rear, 
I proceeded leisurely to commence the traverse as I saw the way 
becoming clear. I had vaguely realised that the French climbers had 
appeared below us, and so when I heard a climber travelling on the 
steep ice behind me I assumed it was one of our friends from the Plan 
de l'Aiguille. Accordingly I speeded up, then I went even faster, 
determined not to be pushed by a novice. Still the man easily trod on 
my heels. Puzzled, I stopped in a small ice stance before moving up
wards, only to realise that the man I had tried to outstrip was Gaston 
Rebuffat, now asking if he might overtake me. This he did, crampon
ning effortlessly up the ice until he could regain the steps above me. 
When I joined him he proceeded to make a stance in deep snow, having 
left his client at the foot of the ice bulge. He confessed that they had 
left Chamonix early in the morning, using the first telepherique 
car. 

After the ice bulge we continued on good snow, amongst magnificent 
ice scenery, with the route threading first round one serac, then another, 
then up a steep ice chimney forming the only way up a wall of crumbling 
ice. On either side of the glacier were wonderful views of savage 
mountain faces, with the huge tower of the Dent du Caiman standing 
clear. Beyond was the ever-present snow cap of the Aiguille Verte. 
Looking back we saw Rebuffat moving slowly upwards. He must 
have longed to flash by us, but made no attempt to do so, since his speed 
must be that of his client. 

At last we caught and passed the Belgian party, only to be brought 
to a halt by an enormous ice wall, broken only in one place where a very 
steep snow slope descended from above, to be undercut at its base. 
To gain this snow slope we climbed into an ice cave, the roof of which 
overhung by at least 20 feet. Dennis stepped from the cave, cut steps 
up a short wall of ice, and finally stepped round onto the snow slope 
above the undercut. A delightful pitch, and the only way upwards. 
Once on the snow we found it to be surprisingly steep, yet quite deep 
and delightfully firm. · 

The few seracs which followed were hardly noticeable now, and 
nothing remained but a laborious ascent of snow up to the little rock 
tower which forms the summit of the Aiguille du Plan. Here we 
leisurely removed crampons before climbing the tower by a variation 
on the . usual way, for amusement. Rebuffat, arriving soon after, 
gained the summit by the more conventional way, and was thus able 
to greet us when we arrived. · 
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The descent to the Requin hut via the easy Glacier d'Envers du Plan, 
in a cauldron of scorching heat and very soft snow, made us wonder 
for the moment if it was all worth such purgatory; but the best things 
in life have to be paid for. 

After a night at the Requin hut we moved quickly to Courmayeur 
for some provisions, before catching a local 'bus for the Val V eni. At 
Purtud we commenced the delightfully interesting walk to the Noire 
hut which is situated in the Fauteuil des Allemands below the South-east 
face of the Aiguille Noire de Peuterey. The climb up the cliff face to 
the high Fauteuil proved quite exciting, involving as it does a double 
fording of the torrent, although on another occasion the descent of this 
cliff when the torrent was in spate after heavy rain, proved more than 
exciting. 

My two friends had long planned to do the South ridge of the 
Aiguille Noire together, and they obviously had hoped that two 
climbers would be able to make a fast ascent. Since I had not met an 
expected friend in Courmayeur, to make up a second party of two, I 
insisted on standing down, rather than form a more unwieldy party of 
three. This was not as disappointing as it might have been, as the 
mountain could at least be climbed solo, without the danger of a glacier 

• crosstng. 
Before dawn next morning I watched my two friends set off up the 

screes towards the South ridge. For a long time I saw their torches, or 
those of some Austrians and Frenchmen, glimmering in the fading 
darkness. After a while I started myself, in the direction of the East 
ridge, which is the usual route of descent after climbing the mountain 
by other means. I imagined that the East ridge is rarely climbed, most 
people preferring the South ridge. 

Being alone, I took my axe, only to leave it on the first rocks after 
finding that there was so little snow where I gained the rocks that its 
use was unnecessary. After a few feet I gained a grassy slope where I 
followed a slight track, before a short gully led into an impressive rock 
couloir. Edging my way across the top of a hard snow tongue I was 
then able to continue up this couloir on good sound rock to where it 
fanned out into a wide .sweep of slabs below the crest of the East ridge. 
The· traverse along the ridge, first on tracks in soil on one side, then on 
rock on the other side, was uninteresting at first. The tracks in par
ticular depressed me, as they did not perhaps seem adequate compensa
tion for the wonderful rock climbing I knew I was missing on the South 
ridge. Often I looked across the South-east face, trying to pick out my 
friends from the assortment of three or four parties visible from time 

• to ttme. 
Soon the ridge became a little steeper, and route-finding became 

interesting if only because I could not afford to get onto too difficult 
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rock. The summit tower loomed up and once on it I really began to 
enjoy the rock-climbing. First, a slab with small holds, then a crack 
in a steep groove. This was followed by steep rock where I traversed 
with off-balance moves above a great couloir which descended. the 
South-east face. Perhap·s I was not on the best route, but I no longer 
cared, for the rock was rough and safe and I felt I could go anywhere, 
although I tested every hold carefully. First, I traversed left, then right 
to avoid suspect rock, until the summit ridge was reached. A few more 
moves and I was able to look .down on the pinnacles of the Dames 
Anglaises between the Aiguille Noire and the Aiguille Blanche. 

· Since it was early and there was no question of soft snow-bri~ges to 
cross on a glacier, I spent an hour or two on the surm.nit, sleeping much 
of the time. When I finally awoke it was snowing gently, and the rocks 
were already thoroughly wet. It was time to go. .The descent went 
all right as far as the crack in the groove, where I · began to regret 
lending my rope to my friends, for use as a rappel rope. Lowering 
myself as far as I could on the last handhold, I continued the last few 
feet by bridging on the wet rock and jamming my fingers in the crack. 
The wet rock now disguised the slab below and for a few minl)tes I 
tried some alternatives before finding the line of small holds. As I was 
doing this two figures walked by underneath. I hailed them, to 
recognise two Rucksack Club friends, Neil Mather and Albert Ash
worth.· They had completed the South ridge after a bivouac, but had 
missed out the summit itself in the snowstorm, preferring to descend 
directly from the Pointe Bich. It had been enjoyable to be alone on 
the Noire, yet now I was glad to meet friends. 
· We descended quickly together, but when we came to the point 
where it was necessary to leave the ridge and descend the slabs, the 
rocky descent couloir was well hidden in the thick mist. I found it 
after one false cast and we soon reached the Noire hut. After a cup of 
tea the other two carried on to Courmayeur, leaving me to await my 
friends who would now be thinking of a bivouac, unless they wer~ 
descending because of the weather. Just after dark three Swiss 
climbers came in, having completed the Ratti-Vitali route on the West 
fa~e of the Noire that day, but no one else appeared. 

In the morning I awoke to see a surprisingly thick mist outside the 
hut. Undoubtedly my friends would have difficulty in finding the 
descent route and so I would have to go up to them. Accordingly I 
set off once more for the East ridge, up the screes, and the grass slope, 
unti.l at last I was in the rocky coluoir. Here I shouted to whoever 
might be listening. I thought I heard a response but it might _ be 
anything. Another hundred feet, and this time I received a .definite 
reply through the dense mi~t. I had found ~hem. 
. Cli~bing rapidly up the cou.loir I reached the slabs, and aided bf-
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their shouts soon sighted them. They had remained still in case they 
knocked a stone down. It seemed that they had been there about an 
hour, having been down to the rock coul.oir which they had dismissed 
as looking too unpleasant in the mist. · Thinking they must have been 
without water after their long rock climb I offered my full bottle, 
brought for that purpose. The last thing they wanted was water, but 
fearing to hurt my feelings they drank a mouthful as a gesture . 

The descent to the hut and then Courmayeur was uneventful. · ·We 
knew that the French party, a man and his wife and a friend, had 
retreated because of the snowstorm, but the Austrians were still on the 
mountain. It was hoped that they did not need a second bivouac . 
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