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VERTIGO, I962 

BY PETER CREW 

(Four illustrations: nos. 24-27) 

HE weather was too bad to climb anywhere, so there we were in 
the Tre Cime soaking away our travel tiredness with the first 
litre of vino for almost twelve months. Alan W right had been 

out in the Oberland for three weeks already and was feeling pretty 
dirty, so when the sun gradually dispersed the rain-clouds we tookthe 
opportunity of going round to the foot of the North faces for a look and a 
swim. Everything was wet and dripping and the path was littered with 
tin cans and other human rubbish, making it seem rather too like the 
Llanberis Pass. Except for the snow. It covered the scree far more 
than usual and filled the gullies with muddy brown water. It even 
extended down to the little lake, so our dip was a brief and hectic one. 

Two little figures inched their way along the traverse which is the 
major difficulty of the Cassin route on the Cima Ovest. They were 
climbing slowly, even by British standards, and we almost wondered if 
we should catch them up the following morning. 

I had retreated from the route the previous year with Barry Ingle, on 
account of an even slower party of Germans, and it was with some 
relief this time that we passed our highest point, with no other parties 
in front of us. Alan led the first difficult pitch quickly. Standing up 
on the first peg my etriers jerked and suddenly I was three feet lower. 
The cord I was using was too thin, the knots had pulled through and I 
was left with one-rung etriers. Alan was out of sight and hearing and 
was mumbling because I was taking so long at such an early stage. I 
arrived at his stance exhausted after climbing the pitch with slings, and 
while he was re-tying my knots I looked with some dismay at the next 
pitch. A narrow ledge led easily left for 30 ft. Then it disappeared, 
and there I was swinging in space, hurriedly grabbing the next peg. 
The traverse went on for 100ft. or so till my ropes jammed. Alan came, 
and continued. The last pitch of the traverse was through the waterfall 
issuing from a couloir higher up. Someone had left a train notice on 
the wettest peg; 'Please do not spit out of the windows'. A clean 
cigarette packet higher up indicated where the previous party had 
bivouacked. We reached the top thankfully and very tired. While we 
were resting, there was a huge clap of thunder in the distance; so we shot 
off down the first gully to hand. Of course it was the wrong one and 
instead of an easy scree-run we spent hours kicking down endless 
couloirs and abseiling down very wet waterfalls. 
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Cll\IA 0VEST Dl. LAVAREDO, NORTH FACE: CASSIN ROUTE FIRST PITCH OF THE 
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The four days of rain which followed gave us a welcome rest. 
Trevor J ones arrived bursting with enthusiasm about the Solleder 
route on the Civetta which he and Jim Swallow had just done. They 
were on their way home after a hectic three weeks with visits to the 
Salbitschijen and Bregaglia. Apparently there was little snow on the 
Civetta, so we packed up next morning and went to see for ourselves. 

The huge North wall of the Civetta peering out of the mist certainly 
made it seem worth its title of 'le Paroi des Parois '. It was still raining 
when we reached the hut, and next morning the bright sun caught us very 
much unawares. So we rushed off to the Torre Venezia and did the 
Tissi route. A very fine grade VI, but all free climbing. The sun was 
still shining and the flowers were beautiful. We felt very glad to be 
away from the dismal Tre Cime, which were still covered in cloud. We 
threw our route description away my Italian is very inadequate for 
translating guides and two young Germans proudly gave it back to us 
later in the hut. Next day we climbed the Torre Trieste by its West 
ridge. It is the easiest way up and is still graded V sup. The descent 
is almost entirely by abseil and in the mist it took us almost as long as 
the ascent. 

Claudio Barbier, the Belgian ace climber, was also staying at the hut. 
We spent a most interesting day talking to him. He gave us a lot of 
useful information, particularly about the Philipp-Flamm route on the 
North face of the Civetta. All we knew about it previously was that it 
was supposed to be the hardest free climb in the Dolomites, and the 
prospect of 3 ,ooo ft. of British style climbing was very tempting indeed. 

Next day we did the Solleder route, which is the classic route on the 
North face. All the time we could look across the face at the huge 
vertical diedre which forms the hardest section of the Philipp-Flamm. 
It looked very forbidding; but we did the Solleder in a very fast time 
and felt really fit and pleased with ourselves. 

Barbier invited us to climb with him. His partner was a young 
Parisian; a very inexperienced climber but, so he told us at every 
opportunity, very experienced with 'les femmes'. We all got up very 
early. The intended climb was the South face of the Busazza. The 
hut warden, Armando da Roit, did the first ascent in 1956 and he said it 
was a very fine climb 'traversata sesto, molto difficile '. Ours was the 
third ascent of the route and probably the last, if anyone ever reads our 
comments in the hut book. Only two pitches were on good rock and 
the only difficult pitch was a jamming crack just before the traverse. 
This was a strange technique for Bar bier, who climbs exclusively on 
limestone, so he declined, and Alan led it very neatly. Barbier was 
rather amused when Alan produced a tatty old line sling and wrapped it 
round a chock. Still, he got up it. 

I trod on Alan's finger and cut it badly, s'O we went down to the valley. 
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Barbier showed us round his favourite haunts. The boatman on Lago 
di Alleghe was an old climber and a great friend of his. So was the 
owner of the Pensione Coldai, who got us to sign his tattered old Civetta 
guide because we had done the Solleder 1 Feeling rather fuzzy from all 
the free wine, we had rather a hectic drive back to our base. 

We felt really fit now and the weather had greatly improved. The 
time was ripe for the Philipp-Flamm route. However, after a pleasant 
night in our bivouac under the North face, long grey clouds crept over 
the horizon, so we hastily returned to the hut. Barbier had been to 
try the Terranova and was glad to see that we too had turned back. It 
rained heavily in the afternoon. 

Several days later we were back and at five o'clock we were rushing 
up the screes. Desperate step-kicking in P.A.'s, and there we were at 
last at the foot of the route. The first eleven pitches were all in cracks 
and chimneys. All were 120 ft. long and there was one peg for a 
runner 1 This really was the feature of the route. Philipp had, to a 
certain extent, been influenced by climbing with Whillans, and on this 
route he used only forty-four pegs to climb the forty odd pitches. This 
is an exceptionally low number for a hard Dolomite climb. The 
Comici route on the Cima Grande di Lavaredo is considerably easier 
and only half the length, but has some 200 pegs in it at least. The 
diedre began to look really gripping. Huge yellow walls soared into the 
sky like a monster Cenotaph Corner; but this one had nasty-looking 
yellow overhangs at the top. 

The first two pitches went smoothly. We were an hour in front of 
Barbier's schedule. One of the pegs was stamped PARAGOT so 
Philipp must have removed it from the Bonatti Pillar to put it here. 
Then I had an urge for photography. The camera was in the sack, and 
in getting it out I dropped my hammer. One bounce and it smashed 
into the scree followed by a stream of Sheffield oaths. It didn't really 
matter, since there were not many pegs to put in, but we wasted a lot of 
time throwing the rope down a'vkward overhangs to exchange the 
remaining hammer. The next pitch led up to a huge roof. Alan 
spent ages trying to get up a groove. Then he traversed left and found 
a peg. He clipped in and leant down to free his rope and found him
self sitting on my head 30 ft. lower down. The peg had come out and 
and the rope had cut on a tiny spike. The thought of abseiling down 
the diedre with one rope only I oo ft. long was unbearable, and Alan 
rushed up the pitch furiously putting his own peg in. It went in 
right up to the hilt. 

To escape from the top of the diedre we had to traverse 'an der 
gelbe Rand', said the guide so off we went up a yellow ramp to the 
right. Two hours and six pegs later we were back at the same place and 
decided that perhaps we had better traverse left to the arete. It was 
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very hot and we had climbed for eleven hours literally without stopping. 
As Alan reached me on the arete it started to get dark, so we decided to 
stay where we were, on a ledge six feet by six inches, with a waterfall 
just to the left and 2,ooo ft. of air below. At least we had enough to 
drink. 

Next morning we were disturbed from our very deep sleep by two 
climbers starting up the Solleder route far below. They looked very 
tiny and insignificant. We watched them for quite a long time till our 
muscles loosened and till I finished my last cigarette. We were near 
the end of the major difficulties. 6oo ft. of dripping, overhanging chim
neys led to a sunny top. Barbier had left his cycle licence on the last 
pitch as proof of his second ascent. We replaced it with a Scotts 
Porridge oats wrap·per, saying something about 'Epics of Courage and 
Endurance'. The warden at the little hut on top greeted us royally and 
fed and wined us on his C.A.I. expense account. He then topped it 
all by carrying the whole of our gear down to the V azzoler hut. Part 
of the descent is down a rickety iron. ladder cemented into an over
hanging wall. We went down first in case he pulled all the rungs out! 

We had arranged to be in Chamonix the following day. A pleasant 
drive, a swim in Lake Cotno, brakes failing on the Simplon and there we 
were at the Biolay at two in the morning. The sky was clear and the 
stars and teleferique lights all twinkled merrily. And how everyone 
snored. Next morning they were more than surprised to see our bodies 
lying outside on the grass! The weather was now poor again, so we 
spent several days just talking and drinking in the National. So much 
sad news to hear. A friend dead in the Tre Cime, Wilf Noyce and 
Robin Smith, the Eiger accidents. 

At last the barometer flickered slightly and then shot up. Hectic 
preparations, last train to Montenvers and then the long, long slog up 
the moraine to the bivouac beneath the Drus. We had all dreamed for 
several years of doing the Bonatti Pillar and now here was the chance. 
Barry Ingle and John Gosling had just come out from England, but 
they still beat us to the bivouac in spite of our Dolomite climbs. Barry 
went over to some lights, which belonged to a party of Germans. They 
announced 'we will do Bonatti Pillar tomorrow'. So we set the alarm 
for 2. 3 o a.m. and hoped. 

In fact, we got to the foot of the couloir well before them. It must 
have been very dry in the few previous weeks, since the snow was 
confined to the central portion of the couloir. We climbed up the 
loose slabs and knocked down a fair amount of rock. A large one hit 
John on the thigh and knocked him over. It must have been travelling 
at a fair speed when it passed the Germans. Perhaps that is why we 
saw them trudging back across the glacier later on! 

The lower part of the Pillar was very pleasant, steep jamming cracks, 
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few pegs and very exposed. Our description was very poor and we 
were glad to find at one stage that we were soo ft. higher than we thought. 
This was the ledge where Macinnes was hit by a rock. He must have 
been very unlucky; the place was very exposed, but not one where 
rocks would be expected to come down. Two long pitches in the sun 
followed. Alan was climbing slowly; still shaken by falling off on the 
Philipp-Flamm, I think. We got to a ledge about three-quarters of the 
way up the Pillar by five o'clock. Barry and John decided to stay put. 
We pressed on hoping to find a better place above the roof, which is the 
major difficulty of the climb. However, by the time Alan reached the 
six inches square stance on the end of the roof it was dark, so we had 
complicated manoeuvres to get him back to terra firma. Some French
men bivouacking on the normal descent route shouted across to us. It 
was comforting to see someone else. Having forgotten both tea and 
sugar, we were feeling pretty sick of our boiled sweet and chocolate 
brews. Only John and myself smoked. It was very pleasant to sit 
quietly and talk with him. It was his first big route in the Alps and 
even though he was fairly shattered he was still enjoying it very much. 

Next morning, however, the mist was close and .a strong wind whist
led up the couloir. The whole day is a confused memory of biting 
hail-storms, frozen fingers and odd glimpses of a distant valley. It took 

· us nearly all day to climb the remaining eight pitches or so to the large 
shoulder near the summit. In a last attempt to reach the valley that 
evening, or even to lose some height because of the worsening weather, 
we tried a short cut across to the North face. But this seemed futile 
with the wind and snow. Our second night was long and very cold
the only time I have never slept on a bivouac. John found a tiny cube 
of soup which was very welcome. We tried to light a fire from all the 
rotting wedges left on the ledge. 

We were very lucky with the weather since next day it was gloriously 
fine. Soon we were on the summit, in shirt-sleeves, an extraordinary 
contrast to only a few hours ago. The descent was long and tiring and 
even the very crevassed Charpoua glacier seemed like heaven after all 
the rock we had seen and been up. A final spurt, and there we were on 
the last train slowly rumbling down, with the valley lights beckoning to 
us gaily. 
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