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BY ANTHONY SMYTHE 

HE season of 1960 in the western Alps will probably be remem
bered by those who tried to do anything \vith it, as the worst for 
a number of years. The old man with the aerial trident evidently 

decided that he had been much too kind in 1959. After allowing a 
promising fortnight at the end of June, he selected, and took out a 
season ticket for, a south-westerly wind, and launched an endless 
armada of cloud, rain, snow, ice and cold (and even warmth, when it 
was no good to anybody). When he got bored, he tempted the gambling 
climber with a few risky fragments of blue sky. 

I arrived in Chamonix towards the end of the promising fortnight in 
June. I met Ian Clough and Robin Willoughby who, after gleefully 
telling me about all the North faces they had been climbing, had to go, 
Willoughby home to England, Clough to the Dolomites. At first I 
sympathised with their cruel luck, having to push off with the season 
just beginning; later I decided it was the cleverest thing anybody ever 
did. 

At the beginning of July it was clouding up and snowing inter
mittently. I climbed on the Charmoz, Ordinary Route, with a French
man called Jean, from Paris, who thought it was not good, and then on 
the Petit Dru, Ordinary Route, with three determined n1en from 
Huddersfield, who thought it was ruddy awful. 

On July 10, John Cleare arrived, and we started with half of the West 
face of the Albert, suffering cold wet hands and cold wet ironmongery. 
The rain, of Welsh wetness and Ben Nevis coldness, convinced us that 
the top half would be even more unpleasant than the bottom, and we 
retired to the Chalet Austria, to be imprisoned there for several days. 
Things began to look very grim indeed. We snatched the North
west ridge of the Blaitiere during one of the risky days, finding the 
slabby traverses higher up so icy that the thrutchy, Grade 5, chimney 
alternatives, grudgingly tnentioned by the guide-book, were welcome 
reliefs. 

The month wore on, and most British climbers went home muttering, 
to take pot-luck with the Pass or even the Ben. The Aiguilles began 
to look like Christmas trees, and Mont Blanc sulked in a huge envelope 
of cloud. 

We -vvere sitting in the Refuge 
rain streaming on the windows. 

Biolay one evening, watching the 
I was debating what Chamonix 
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DESCENT TO THE GRANDS Mur .... E'l:''S. A PAUSE BELOW THE GRAND PLATEAU TO 
SUnVEY THE POSSIBILITIES OF THE NORTH FACE OF MT. MAUDIT • 
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activities (incurring no expense) were left to us, ';vhen John was seized 
with an idea. 

'Let's walk round Mont Blanc,' he said, and before I could say 
anything rude, added, 'if the weather clears up we can go for the Old 
Brenva. If it doesn't, we can beat up Courmayeur.' 

Part one of the idea I dismissed with a scornful laugh. I thought 
about part two, examined my wallet, and vvondered, disparagingly, 
how we could beat up Courmayeur on half a thimbleful of lire. But 
John wasn't to be discouraged. He was already delving into the once
gross sack of Woolworth tins that I had dragged out from England. He 
'vas muttering to himself. ' One bivouac ? • • • no, possibly two 
Pieds d'Elephant, I think. . . . Two pounds of dried bananas ? •.• I 
think three. . . . ' And a lot more in this vein. I saw, and resigned 
myself to the fact, that John had made up his mind. So rather than 
get left out of important decisions, rather than find myself clinging to 
the Brenva before I had got used to the idea, I peered into the sack 
with John. 

It is a very long way round Mont Blanc. We started westwards 
~·ith tvvo single rail tickets to St. Gervais, then, still feeling weak, and 
finding that a bus was available for the long, rather uninteresting valley 
south to Notre Dame de la Gorge, we bought two more single tickets. 
Then, with no more wheels to tempt us, we shouldered our gross 
sacks, jangling with ironware, the idea of carrying which to 15,770 ft. 
was utterly unnerving, avoided the stares of the peasants, and set off 
through the woods. 

Our plan 'vas to cross the Col d'Enclave, 8, 760 ft. which is about four 
miles south-east of Notre Dame de la Gorge, and nearly s,ooo ft, 
higher. From there we would first lose 3,ooo ft. to the Chalets des 
Lanchettes, and then retrieve it to cross the Col de la Seigne on the 
Italian frontier, eight miles south of Mont Blanc. In Italy, 've planned 
to follow the Val Veni in its 4,ooo-ft. descent under the great southern 
precipices of Mont Blanc, to Courmayeur. 

The march would be about twenty-five miles with a fair share of 
up and down. We were unwilling to follow the exhausting example of 
Sir Martin Conway, and other hard men of earlier generations who 
delighted in this type of journey, and we decided to take at least two 
days over it. We also looked forward to testing the efficiency of our 
new pieds d'Elephant and duvets, in bivouacs at these modest altitudes 
en route, before there was the possibility, of not only testing them, but 
surviving in them on Mont Blanc. The two pieces of down equipment 
were an expensive investment, but they were very light, and packed 
neatly side by side at the bottom of our sacks. If a cagoule was added, 
the outfit would probably be the best individual survival system, for 
the lowest bulk- weight ratio, available. 
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THE AIGUILLE DES GLACIERS ABOVE THE DESOLATE UPPER REACHES OF THE VAL VEN I . 
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The weather seemed reasonable as we plodded up the grass and 
moraines towards the J ovet lakes. Although the wind was still in the 
west, and the peaks were smothered in cloud, the sun bathed the valleys. 

We were hopeful that now we were walking in the fields and forests, 
and apparently away from Mont Blanc, the suspicions of the old man 
with the scythe would be lulled, and perhaps he would even permit a 
day or two's fair high-altitude \Veather. But in the evening, as we 
came to the twin lakes under the Col d'Enclave, our optimism waned 
in the pallid light of a cruel sunset. We prepared a couch in a shep
herd's shelter, got the tea on, then talked about Mont Blanc and watched 
the clinging mists on the peaks and the dull reflections in the lake. 

We slept \vell, and woke at davvn. The sky was clear again, and we 
brewed, ate, and packed up in half an hour. We tackled the horrible 
loose slope above the lake, and stood on the col in the early sunlight, 
determined now to reach Courmayeur that day, and if possible, get on 
the last telepherique to the Col du Geant. 

The day lives vividly in my mind. Before it, I never really under
stood the mountain tramp, the man who wanders through new country, 
crossing new passes and new valleys, and meeting all sorts of people, 
and a variety of kicks and kindnesses. But that day, with its fascinating 
share of the unknown, has made me a loyal member of their association. 

We pounded down to the Chalets des Ijanchettes, then up towards 
the Col de la Seigne, happy that once we reached the top, the rest of 
the day was downhill. The Col de la Seigne was a bleak, windy place. 
It was midday, and we looked down into Italy, into the dusty, violet
green depths of the Val Veni, while northwards and above was the icy 
dome of Mont Blanc, with an enormous curved cloud attached to its 
summit, which warned us of unstable air and a terrific wind. 

We stood on the col for a minute or two, gazing at this awe-inspiring 
sight. The Brenva ridge, an ambition of several years' standing, 
seemed almost within our grasp, but the magnitude of the mountain
its south side must be Himalayan in scale and this naked display of 
sun, wind and weather on it sent a shudder of fear through me. 

We tore ourselves avvay from the view, and set off down. Soon \Ve 
came to the frontier post, where a smiling Italian, dressed in a yellow 
pullover and a military cap, put down his binoculars, and asked us if 
we were going to the Rome Olympics. When he learnt that we pro
posed to climb Mont Blanc, he stamped our passports and told us the 
weather was uncertain. 

The Val V eni is a mixture of enormous, forested moraines, green 
glacial water, and undulating pasture. For miles and miles we jolted 
down a hot dusty path, then got fed up, washed our feet in a stream, 
and ate an omelette in a cafe. At the table, we pored over our map, 
then craned our heads to identify the famous names in the stupendous 
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wall of rock and ice overhead. The Brouillard and Freney glaciers) 
the Aiguille Noire de Peuterey, the Garnba hut, the Fauteuil des Alle
mands. For years I had read about these things, now we were under-
neath them, listening to the roar of streams, the echoing crash of stone
falls, and the boom of collapsing ice. 

But the afternoon was slipping by all too quickly in that sunny spot. 
We heaved our rucksacks on, paid the bill and set of for Entreves, and 
the teh~pherique to the Torino. We followed the river Doire until it 
bent south towards Courmayeur, where it was joined by the equally 
powerful river of the Val Ferret, and the deep green water thundered 
loudly in its rocky bed. We crossed a bridge, and followed the road, 
vlith tired feet for the last couple of miles to Entreves and the tele
pherique station at La Palud. 

Our first thought was liquid for our dusty throats. While John 
checked the telepherique times, I found a cafe and ordered cherry 
cordial, the only longish drink they had. John arrived, said we had 
one hour, and for a while the locals with their tots of wine watched in 
amazement as we knocked the stuff back. Then, thirst vaguely 
quenched, we walked out, filled our sacks with spaghetti, bread and 
peaches as big as grapefruit from a near-by store, and boarded the 
telepherique at six o'clock, much refreshed. 

The fare took almost all our remaining lire, but we got our money's 
worth. A single cable joins La Palud at 4,6oo ft., with the Pavilion, an 
intermediate stop at 7, Ioo ft. Here we changed cars for the next section, 
a single drooping cable to the Torino hut at 1 o,goo ft. On it, the 
suspended aluminium box swayed and jumped, torn by the wind in its 
rapid ascent. We saw the most arduous-looking path hundreds of feet 
below. 

'Death by exhaustion, or death by mechanical failure,' said John. 
'What a choice.' 

At the Torino we climbed out in thick cloud. Snow whirled round 
the hut, and we shivered at the complete change in climate. The 
weather looked terrible, but for the moment we needed only warmth, 
rest and a hot meal. We requisitioned a table in the living-room, 
spread our gear over it for sorting, then came the inevitable questions 
from our French neighbours: 

' Where are you off to ? ' 
'The Fourche hut.' 
' And after that ? ' 
'Mont Blanc, if the weather allows.' 
' Indeed. By which route ? ' 
'The Old Brenva.' 
'Ah ... the Old Brenva has been climbed only twice this season. 
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The weather is not good. You'll be better skiing, or, if you wish to 
climb, perhaps the Dent du Geant.' 

All this, of course, hardened our determination, and I found myself 
praying for. just one fine day, the day after tomorrow, for us at least to 
set foot on the route. We went to bed, listening to the faint rattle of 
snow on the shutters. 

In the morning it looked worse than ever with snow raging round 
the doorway. We were resigned to waiting in the hut, when through a 
back window, I saw the sky brightening a little. Suddenly I caught a 
fantastic glimpse, semi-transparent in the flying snow, of the whole 
Brenva face bathed in sunshine. In a moment it was blotted out 
again. We decided to start. We were packing our sacks for the short 
journey to the Fourche hut, when our self-appointed guide came 
downstairs. 

'You are off down to Courmayeur ? ' he asked. We laughed, and 
hinted at our plans. He paled a little. 

'You are going to climb ? In th£s ? M on Dieu, the English I shall 
never understand.' 

Once outside the hut, we put on crampons and set off into a cold 
wind for the Col des Flambeaux. There, a window opened dramati
cally in the mist, the Dent du Geant pointed an early morning shadow 
at us, and the peaks cleared in a single icy breath. John rapidly adjusted 
his camera. 

'If nothing else, it's been worth it for this,' he said. 
Under the Tour Ronde we passed a sad procession of sledges bearing 

a dead guide and his injured client. The accident, on the easy South
east ridge of the Tour Ronde, had been caused by rock-fall. After 
this, as though in grim respect, the mist came down again, and vve were 
hard put to find a safe way through the crevasses below Cirque Maudit. 

The afternoon was one of rapid weather changes. We crossed 
Cirque Maudit under a grilling sun, ploughed up to the Col de la 
Fourche, and saw the hut, a galvanised iron tube, about eight feet by 
ten, half buried under a snow drift. We recc'ed the short descent to 
the Brenva glacier, then went into the hut. 

It was three o'clock, and we had many hours to wait. We knew we 
wouldn't sleep much, but decided on a 2 a.m. start. Meanwhile we 
brewed and drank tea. John has a theory about thirst and dehydration. 
His method of dealing -vvith it, 'hydraulicising' yourself, seems to 
work. You indulge in forced drinking, which seems to load the body 
with 1iquid. After this it is surprisingly no great hardship to go with
out for at least forty-eight hours. 

In the evening the weather closed in, and by dusk it was very ominous. 
A leaden mist hung over the Brenva face, and high grey clouds flowed 
out of the west. A light snow fell steadily. Very depressed, we 
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nevertheless got our equipment ready and lay on the bunks at nine 
o'clock. I read through the hut hook with its sprinkling of famous 
names, and also found the last, pencilled words of Vincendon and Henry 
in December, 1956. Then I dozed for a couple of hours, suffering 
that tense, unreal feeling before a red-letter day in one's mountain 
life. 

I woke, and looked at John's watch. One o'clock. I crawled off 
the bunk, and poked my head out of the door. Everything creaked in 
an intense frost. I saw a glorious wealth of stars, and the black bulk 
of Mont Blanc. I closed the door, and shook John. 

'Out of your pit, mate,' I said, 'the vveather'll do.' 
We were ready at two o'clock. We had an exciting abseil to the 

glacier, then vvalked across towards the huge face by torchlight. How
ever, at the Col Moore, the dawn was still some way off, and we were 
committed to a dreary wait, crouching in a bitter wind, and worrying 
about some flashes of lightning over Italy. 

At four o'clock it -vvas light enough to move. We climbed quickly 
together up the rocks of the first step, enjoying the feeling of movement 
again and returning circulation, and reached the slopes and ridges that 
are the main features of the climb. To our amazement and relief the 
snow was in perfect condition, with two inches of crust frozen securely 
to the ice underneath. We cramponned on and on, stopping only once 
to photograph the sun appearing behind the Oberland, and the flood 
of orange light on the upper part of the face. Much of the time we 
follo\ved two-day-old steps, and \Ve remembered that the previous party 
had taken about twelve hours over the climb. But the conditions 
now were so good that we had crossed the famous ice-ridge at about 
half height by seven o'clock. 

Now a steep slope swooped above us to the final seracs. It looked 
short, three or four rope lengths, perhaps, but in weary reality it was 
over I ,ooo ft. We changed the lead frequently how much easier it is 
to follow on a long slope and sweated under the hot sun which burnt 
the backs and softened the slope. 

The snow crust thinned and green ice gleamed. All at once, the 
ease and security of the climb vanished, and we realised that we were 
now poised on steep ice. Glancing past my crampons at the Brenva 
glacier 3 ,ooo ft. do,vn, I felt most vividly the consequences of a slip. 

The steps we ~rere following faded away, but soon we reached the 
seracs. We saw an archway, but we were thoroughly deterred from 
going through it by a small but deadly avalanche of blocks. I attempted 
a steep wall. As I wielded my hammer-axe, I was reminded of an 
old description of the ice on these seracs as hard as marble and tough 
as rubber. I stopped after twenty feet, unhappy. 

'This ain't the way,' I muttered, 'this is ruddy dangerous.' 
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John responded to this inforn1ation by rapidly welting in an ice peg. 
' Come down, then,' he called, ' and we can try round to the left, 

below the bulge.' 
Descending the steps was delicate, and I was horrified to feel almost 

every one breaking away in a big, slithering plate as my weight came 
on it. At last I was do\vn, uttering censored remarks. 

We went down, across to the left where there were a few steps cut 
in the ice, and up for 300 ft. I-Iere I used my 'dagger' a seven-inch 
ice peg, sharpened to a wicked point. With the dagger in my left 
hand and my axe head in my right, I struck a rhythm that felt pretty 
safe. Dagger, axe, crampon, crampon. Dagger, axe, crampon, 
crampon. The disadvantages were the extreme effort in climbing 
with rigid ankles and wrists, and the danger of stopping for a rest 
before reaching a natural easing of the slope angle. But suddenly the 
icy crust became more substantial and we were able to move together 
again. We climbed a couple of scoops, and saw a last easy slope leading 
off the face to the right. It was half past eight. We had taken just 
under five hours from the Col Moore. 

The day was cloudless, and the sun glittered in the world of ice all 
round. A bitter wind urged us not to hang around. We could hardly 
believe our good fortune, and after a snack of chocolate and dried 
bananas, we hurried on for the last grind up the icy roof of Mont Blanc. 

The cold and the altitude seared our lungs, and the last thousand 
feet were very demanding. Each skyline seemed to be the summit, 
and each skyline when we reached it, was only a ripple on the great 
dome. But suddenly the mountain relented, and we \vere there, 
looking over the broad summit crest, dovvn to 1ont Blanc de 
Courmayeur. 

Many people have raved about the view from Mont Blanc, but I 
was too bewildered by the altitude, the brilliant sun, and the cold, 
volleying north wind to appreciate it. But of that short halt, and our 
quick look round, I remember one thing that must be almost unique. 
The atmosphere was scoured so clean of haze, was so clear, that every 
visible peak lost detail, not through distance, but only through size. 

Why detail the descent ? Sufficient that we reached the Montenvers, 
g,soo ft. lower, that evening, partly because it was too much effort to 
stop, partly because we had a dump of food waiting for us. However, 
after nineteen hours we were five minutes too late, and the station, and 
its luggage office with our load of goodies and sleeping bags, had closed. 
And so fate elbowed us into another bivouac. 

But although we were tired and hungry, and our holiday was almost 
at an end, we were also very happy that we had snatched such a worth
while expedition and memorable climb out of such an unpromising 
season. 
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