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THE INTERNATIONAL MEET 
OF THE C.A.F., rg66 

BY T. A. J. GOODFELLOW 

(One illustration: no. II) 

ARLY in April I received a circular from the Club giving details 
of an International Meet to be held in Chamonix during August, 

_ under the organisation of the French Alpine Club. It was intended 
for younger climbers and was the first of its kind. The meet would be 
run by guides and would combine climbing with instruction. We would 
do climbs which would give us a wider knowledge of the Mont Blanc 
massif rather than climbs which were specifically difficult. It looked 
interesting, the fee was modest, and as I had no plans for the summer I 
applied to go. Since there were only five places offered, I expected some 
competition. In the event, when we forgathered in Chamonix on 
July 3 I, I was the only Englishman present. 

In the intervening months I had become anxious. Perhaps I was 
making a mistake and the meet would be over-organised and ineffectual. 
As the meet assembled outside the C.A.F. office, I scrutinised newcomers 
with apprehension. But we started in the right spirit: an excellent 
lunch was our first communal activity. This augured well for the future 
and indeed, throughout the meet, food was something we never lacked. 
After lunch, we took the Montenvers railway and set out en masse for 
the Refuge d'Envers des Aiguilles at an unnecessarily fast pace. The 
hut was to be our base for the next two weeks. 

We were a fair cross-section of nationalities: French, English, German, 
Greek, Spanish, Belgian, Czech, Swiss and a lone representative from 
Ecuador. The meet was mixed. Had I thought that serious climbing was 
the male prerogative, I would have been disillusioned by our four women 
whose competence was never in doubt. Language was an immediate, 
though short-lived problem. Most spoke either French or English and 
there was always someone who could interpret for those who spoke 
neither, including a Frenchman who was able to communicate with the 
Czechs in Russian. We soon found an easy modus vivendi. Essentials 
are easily communicated, inessential words swiftly learnt; before long I 
had a fair battery of abuse and greeting in a variety of tongues, had learnt 
the drinking cry of the Spanish and the oaths of most. What more did 
one need to know ? 

Our standard of eating was a revelation to one more used to endless 
soup and pasta, sweated up on parsimonious. backs. We ate like kings and 
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noticed with pleasure the hungry eyes of less fortunate mountaineers 
who happened to see us at table. Our food was sent up to Montenvers, 
and on two separate occasions we took advantage of bad weather to 
ferry it up to the hut. So we feasted on fresh meat, salad, and sometimes 
chicken, enjoying always our quota of red wine brought up from the 
barrels ·by Alberto, self-appointed cellarman. 

It was not our intention to stay in the hut all the time. Later we would 
split into groups and climb from other huts. Here there were two 
imponderables; the weather, and the climbers. Not even the French 
could claim to control the weather, but they had every intention of 
finding out what sort of material they were dealing with. Some of the 
guides were already with us, others would meet us on the Mer de Glace 
the next day when we would spend the morning practising amongst the 
seracs. Our practice would end with a short test to determine our relative 
skill. 

It was an instructive morning. All had used crampons, but our level 
of proficiency differed. The guides had chosen an area of the glacier 
where the seracs were alarmingly steep in places, but where there was no 
danger of falling into crevasses. I soon found that my ice-craft was by 
no means as sound as I had supposed; diagrams do not, alas, make one 
aware of one's own faults. So I was glad to practise the familiar techniques 
under a critical eye. Our test was the ascent and descent of a particularly 
steep ice-slope or so it seemed to me. My turn approached with mis
giving; after all a test is a bit near the bone and un-British and, as I did 
my best for the flag, I wished with considerable bitterness that other 
more loquacious mountaineers could be seen undergoing similar treat
ment. However the idea of a test was sound, for the guides were able to 
form a rough assessment of our abilities, and so of the climbs which we 
could undertake. Their first assessment could then be checked against 
our progress on the mountain itself. 

After a lunch of roast chicken and salad, eaten alfresco on the terrace, 
we turned to the rocks behind the hut. Here the technique was slightly 
different. The guide with whom I found myself did not put us through a 
particular test. Instead he attacked a venomous chimney, and afterwards 
a strenuous \vall which led to the top of a gendarme. Our abilities soon 
became self-evident by the relative distance of those unable to follow the 
guide further. 

Our first day had been diagnostic. We were ready to start in earnest 
on the morrow. Alas, the weather prevented us, and continued to do so 
for the next four days of storm-bound humanity. We spent one day 
fetching provisions in a downpour which would have done credit to 
North Wales; a morning practising snow techniques and one evening, 
when briefly the weather cleared, we put our ice-craft to practice in 
threading the seracs of the d'Envers de Blaitiere glacier to the Requin 
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hut. vVhen the storm raged, \Ve stayed in; talked, read and \Vrote letters. 
It was disappointing not to be climbing. But I learnt some useful 
techniques, and had the chance to practise some others about which I had 
read only, including, to my delight, a rappel from a sno\v bollard. 

At last the storm cleared. We split into two groups, one for the Cou
vercle and the other for the Argentiere hut. We were lucky to have t\vo 
fine days at the Couvercle and to take advantage of another storm by 
returning to the d'Envers des Aiguilles. During these two days our 
group climbed, 'en collectif', the South-\vest ridge of the Moine and 
the Aiguille de Triolet, vo£e norma/e. The other group climbed the 
Aiguille d' Argentiere three times: by the 'Y' couloir and vo£e normale 
as t\vo parties and by the Fleche Rousse as one party. Considering the 
conditions, \Ye \vere lucky to get \vhat we did. 

This \vas our first experience of climbing as a meet; of climbing \vith 
guides and of climbing in a large party. I had climbed \Vith a guide only 
briefly before, and " -ith a party as large as this never. These \vere t\vo 
new experiences which I think made the meet distinctive, causing climbs 
to be both epic and frustrating at the same time. The exact flavour is 
difficult to grasp; at any rate this \vas something apart from the usual 
'Alpine holiday with mates'. 

First, the guides, \vhom I sa\v increasingly to be masters of an en
vironment \vhich I was yet to master. There was much to learn from 
watching them: small points of technique which had never occurred to 
me: the clove hitch for belaying, a piton hammer for making an inade
quate rappel spike larger, and so on. Fascinating too \vas their approach 
to our climbs. Often in a place where I would have taken greater care, 
I \Vas urged for\vard by the familiar cry 'avancez 1' anglais '. At other 
times I would have taken less care and moved faster. Robert, our guide, 
was quick to notice anyone taking an alternative which was objectively 
dangerous without due precautions, and then he \vould shout 'assurez 
comme il fa ut'. Which \vas the more important, immediate safety or 
speed, and where did the two overlap ? Generally my inclination was to 
prefer safety to speed; often our guides \Vould have said that speed was 
safety. This \vas the key, surely, to alpine climbing: the ability to see 
the expedition, including its members, as a whole, not as a series of 
disconnected problems; the feeling for a situation, leading to a fineness of 
judgement born of long experience in the mountains themselves. Pierre 
Allain has it: 'tout est question de mesure, done de jugement '. 

'Bien sur, le guide c' est le guide'. Sometimes their professional 
dogmatism was irritating, especially to some of our number who were 
guides in their own countries. Yet I felt, with some envy certainly, that 
there could be few mountaineers able to equal the totality of their 
competence, and that I was not one of them. 

Those of us used to guideless climbing found that our lost freedom of 
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choice could be the source of a frustration often increased by the size of 
our party. Here, as in other things, numbers impeded efficiency; gone 
the exhilaration of fast movement on difficult ground. On the other 
hand, there was something to be said for having to be patient, either in 
waiting for individuals, or because a large number takes longer anywhere. 
Our groups were arranged so that the stronger compensated for the 
weaker. I found a new aspect to mountaineering in the collective 
effort of adjustment demanded by our size, our differing nationalities, 
and the confusion of tongues which accompanied us everywhere. 
Everything seemed less self-centred. It was amusing too. There was 
no cause for that spirit of grim determination, anodyne of the anxious 
few. Levity grevv in the relative plight of one's companions, in their 
complaint that such things were not to be found in their country. A 
robust shout of 'zug' or 'tira la corda' would soon alleviate minor 
difficulties and add to the day's enjoyment. 

On our way back to the hut, we practised crevasse rescue techniques. 
The guides taught us two methods. The first using karabiners as pulleys, 
the second using a double overhand knot for the feet, each rope taken in 
alternately. It was a dismal morning with spasmodic rain. But our 
spirits were kept up by one member who lost a favourite hat down a 
crevasse and insisted on its rescue. 

The weather was again vile with storms that night and part of the 
next day, when we went down to Montenvers to collect provisions. But 
the same evening the weather cleared. We were in for a fine spell. We 
now split into three groups. Two would stay at the hut and climb from 
it, the third \vould traverse Mont Blanc. I wanted to stay at the hut, 
as my knowledge of the aiguilles was slight. One of our parties was 
going to climb the Brioche and the other the Requin by the Chapeau a 
Cornes arete. I wanted to do the Requin, and prepared for an early start. 

It was after this day that I began to feel I was really getting something 
of the spirit of Chamonix climbing. The Requin was exhilarating; \Ve 
crossed the d'Envers de Blaitiere glacier by torchlight and returned by 
the steep path from the Mer de Glace as darkness came. The rock was 
red, warm and solid, and as we rose higher we could look down on the 
curious shapes of our ridge silhouetted against the crumbling Geant 
ice-fall. There was snow in places, slowing our progress so that "\Ve had 
to miss out the final summit tower. Snow covered the line of descent 
completely. We were ten in number, enough to make progress slow in 
the best of conditions, and I wondered whether we would reach the 
glacier before dark. But Guy, our guide, seemed undismayed. We 
belayed him from above, and he ran out the full length of rope. We 
secured our end, and in this way we were able to move together down a 
series of fixed ropes with speed and safety. It was a nice lesson in how to 
manage large groups on mountains. 
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Darkness was closing in as we braced ourselves for the final slope from 
the Mer de Glace to the d'Envers des Aiguilles. Although we had had to 
miss out the summit, it had been a good day. There was something 
different about our climb, and it wasn't just the exhilaration of Chamonix 
verticality. The climb was not exceptional; perhaps the size of our party 
was. As we resolutely mounted these final slopes, we seemed like a 
ship's company who had weathered a storm intact, and were now 
anticipating the relief of harbour. 

The fine weather continued. Our late return precluded a long route 
the next day. Instead, we climbed the Tour Rouge in leisurely sunshine. 
Recumbent on its summit, we watched the progress of our companions 
high up on the Mer de Glace face of the Grepon, and felt lazily envious. 

But our turn came. That evening the hut was busy with discussion. 
Those in our party who seemed to be going well prepared for the East 
face of the Grepon by the Aiguille de Roe next day. We were joined by 
two of the Czechs who had been away for the last two days and by the 
hut wardeness, a girl of great spirit who had already climbed the East 
face of the Grepon in a past year. Our party was suitably international, 
for besides these three there were two Germans, myself, two Spaniards, 
Guy, our guide, and his assistant Michel. So we were still ten. As before, 
we would climb in ropes of two, or in two ropes of two and two of three. 
One of the great classics lay within our grasp. We went to bed early, 
excitement flooding in on sleep. 

Before dawn came, we had climbed the neves behind the hut, and 
started up the 'cheminee de quatre' which would lead us to the breche 
on the South-east ridge. We climbed silently and fast, knowing that the 
day would be long, and time against us. Dawn came unnoticed, and it 
did not seem long before we reached the ridge and the sunlight and could 
look down on the Tour Rouge below. The ground was easier now. We 
moved together, crossing the open face dribbling with melted snow and 
decorated here and there with tiny flowers, to bury ourselves in a smooth 
couloir running with water. Above us the couloir funnelled out into a 
gigantic bowl of rock and sky, bounded on the right by an enormous 
gendarme, and on the left by the walls of the Aiguille de Roe itself. We 
climbed the couloir for sixty metres and emerged in a land where rock 
was absolute. Now the climbing became more serious, and we moved 
delicately up the side of the bowl until we could traverse across to the gap 
which separated the gendarme from the main bastion of the aiguille and 
look across to the summit of the Grepon. 

There was no time to linger, and we were soon traversing back under
neath the bastion. The rock steepened and we rose by steep walls and 
strenuous cracks until, suspended high above the great sweep of our 
rock-bound funnel, we could follow its lines to the hut far below, to the 

• 

minute figures of our observing friends and beyond it still to the hoary 
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wrinkles of the Mer de Glace. It was deliciously hot. A feast of warm 
granite stretched above. We revelled in the rasping exhilaration of our 
movement, fierce above the gasping void below us. It was a time for 
laughter; we moved up the following steep pitches rejoicing in the sheer 
enjoyment of our climb. 

Before long, sounds of anguish and extreme exertion from above 
signalled our approach to the final chimney which is described by the 
guide-book as 'penible '. It was difficult to judge whether the variety of 
incomprehensible cries issuing from it indicated agreement or otherwise. 
Certainly I found it strenuous enough. Once we were up, the summit of 
the Roe was just above, and is usually reached from this point by lassoing 
a spike of rock. We were too numerous for this, and instead squeezed 
through a narrow crack which splits the Roe in two, emerging, to our 
surprise, on a platform the other side. The Grepon was separated from 
us by a deep breche into which we must now rappel, to climb out by its 
ominous walls. So far we had made reasonable time a~d it was, I think, 
not long past one. Now we had three long rappels to complete; we had 
to climb out by a 100ft. diedre of AI and V sup. before we were again 
level with our present position. We all knew that we were too numerous 
to accomplish this with any speed. Quite suddenly, as each of us 
squeezed through the passageway, we sensed a faint hint of drama. 

Our platform was sunny and pleasant and we could watch the progress 
of other parties on the Grepon. When at last it was my turn, the sun 
had already sunk much lower, and Guy was almost at the top of the 
diedre on the other side. I lurched into the shadow, stopping precari
ously at each change of rappel to bring down Michel and help him coil 
the ropes. As I went further, the others, perched at varying points in the 
diedre opposite, relayed his instructions along with gratuitous injunc
tions of their own in a multitude of conflicting tongues, so that for an 
instant in those sombre walls, Babe! reigned. 

The diedre was strenuous; the day had already been long, and we 
were loaded with sacks and rappel ropes. But the declining sun gave us 
urgency and speed. We formed one long cordee for the difficulties and 
each party detached itself once they were over. So when Michel, the 
last man, finally reached easier ground above the diedre, the others had 
vanished, leaving the three of us alone with the approaching dusk and a 
vague message from our departed friends in Czecho-French. The air 
seemed suddenly still. We hurried on up broken ground and easy 
chimneys. The light was fading as we finally emerged on the South 
ridge of the Grepon just below the chimneys of the Breche Balfour. 
We joined the others on an enormous ledge below, facing the sun which 
had disappeared behind the Jura in a haze of colour. Although the summit 
of the Grepon did not seem far above us, we had no hope of reaching it 
now. I looked down at two figures scurrying to get off the glacier before 

.. 
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darkness. We had a grandstand vievv of a \Vorld turning slowly into a 
night with which, one way or the other, we were to be intimately in
volved. I turned to Guy, his face just visible in the glow of dusk. What 
would his decision be ? 

It was now nearly dark. Our ledge was large and the weather seemed 
settled. I for one thought this as good a place as any to spend the night; 
we could climb the last few pitches of the Grepon in the morning and 
descend the N antillons glacier by daylight. We had a limited number of 
head-torches and only one ice-axe and one pair of crampons to each 
rope. Surely we were courting danger if we made the descent in dark
ness ? Guy was adamant. We would continue as planned and return to 
the d 'Envers des Aiguilles. We prepared to rappel. 

It was a long time before we were all down this section, which brought 
us to the large platform which I later discovered to be the 'terrasse C.P .' 
Meanwhile soft dusk had turned to darkness and I was again alone with 
Michel. We pai<:l out the safety ropes and tried to interpret what lay 
ahead from the occasional anguished cries which rose through the night. 
Someone was stuck; abuse was mingled with advice and demands for 
more slack. It was impossible to tell what was happening down there. 
I looked across to the bright light which was now shining on the Aiguille 
du Midi like an enormous star, and then it was my turn. 

I swung into the rappel, dazzled momentarily by the lights of Chamonix. 
Then I lit my head-lamp and started down. The rappel ended on a 
ledge, which ran out into a traverse; there was a mauvais pas. It was 
this, I supposed, which had caused all the shouts we had heard. At any 
rate darkness reduced the exposure, unless you looked at the lights of the 
town square. As I cast about for the holds, I remember thinking that I 
probably had an advantage over my companions. This was night 
climbing with a vengeance and they vvere doubtless ignorant of the art; 
perhaps all that studying had been of use after all. After the traverse, I 
had to rest for a while in a sling so that I could bring down Michel, and 
then we joined the others on the shelf and ate a few dried apricots. 

Now the going was easier and we moved together. Somehow we 
managed to move fast; perhaps the darkness made us bold, for we had 
little light between us and our choice of holds was often pure guesswork. 
The going continued to get easier, and we were soon on what was almost 
a track leading across broken ground and slabs, which led us onto the 
glacier. The descent had been exciting enough so far, and we were 
already feeling strained by our uneven progress and the constant nagging 
of the rope. I thought uneasily of the ice which lay ahead. 

On we went, plunging through the darkness. The trail had frozen hard, 
so that it was impossible to move with any rhythm. We tripped and 
stumbled our way through the night in .scurrying retreat, dim forms 
which rose and fell, grey and shapeless against the snow. Only Guy 



THE INTERNATIONAL MEET OF THE C.A.F., 1966 43 

moved forward with resolution; we followed as best we could. The 
glacier steepened and we scrambled down ice-steps \Vith clawing hands, 
heart in mouth. The discomfort seemed endless. We reached the 
Rognon \vith relief, passing two parties awaiting da\vn. There \¥as 
another nasty traverse across the seracs which flank the Rognon, and 
then the difficulties were over, and we were running headlong down the 
snow to the foot of the Aiguille de I'M. It \Vas I a.m. 

We stopped to unrope and rest briefly. We had a choice of routes, 
either to go down to Montenvers and then back to the hut, or to cross the 
Col de la Buche and traverse round above the :vier de Glace. Guy was 
in favour of crossing the col; he thought it a shorter and safer way, 
since we would avoid going on the Mer de Glace in darkness. So we 
started up the steep slope, concentrating our failing energy. By the time 
we had reached the top, we were feeling our tiredness and lay down for 
a \Vhile to wait for those who had fallen behind. The night was clear and 
starry; the temptation to sleep until morning strong. We were still one 
short, an excuse to rest a little longer. After a vvhile, we shouted down 
into the darkness. Silence. Doubtless he had decided that he had had 
enough for the night, for our renevved cries brought no reply and the 
night was again still. We left a fellow countryman to await his eventual 
arrival, and started wearily down the other side. Scree gave way to sno\v 
which, although not steep, was frozen hard. We would have to organise a 
rappel. By the time it was ready, two of our number had vanished. They 
too had had enough, and were bivouacking on the col. There was 
rebellion in the party and Guy went up to remonstrate. They were 
resolved to stay put, and his exhortations were of no avail. Guy returned. 
'Ils sont gaspilles ',he muttered angrily. So six of us continued. It was 
an unpleasant descent. After four long rappels mixed with uncertain 
scrabbling down scree and broken rock, we reached the rimaye and the 
last rappel. Our tempers were frayed and our hands raw, but dawn vvas 
upon us. As we coiled the ropes below the rimaye we could see the 
neves easing out below to the Mer de Glace. We had been surprised by 
darkness; now we \Vere surprised by dawn which came so unexpectedly 
and so fortuitously. We could put away our ropes and relax at last. We 
glissaded down the neves, and crossed the bottom of the glacier de la 
Thenclia. Water never tasted sweeter, nor sun felt more benevolent. 

Novv that the difficulties were over, we spread out, each going his own 
pace. I began to reflect then, as I have since, on the events of the night. I 
wondered whether we hadn't taken too great a risk. We were a large 
party and surely darkness and our lack of equipment would increase the 
likelihood of something going wrong. Yet we had come down fast 
enough and nothing had gone wrong. So I had to admit that darkness 
was a barrier which I would not have dared to cross. 

The sun was already creeping up the mountains when we joined the 
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path. rfhere was time now to notice the grass and flowers through which 
we passed, time to savour a marvellous sense of completion. As we 
approached the hut, we came full circle round the mountains of our 
night. I could understand Guy's anger on the col, and his determination 
to continue. For as we were drawn to each other through our adventure, 
so we were drawn together in ourselves, precisely because we had not 
broken the ring of our intention. Our poem was written, our canvas 
worked in the real stuff of the mountains, acted out on the steep rock 
and snow, under the rise and fall of the sun. So came our sense of 
completion. I thought again of Pierre Allain's phrase, 'the art of moun
taineering'. It was well chosen. Technique could lead to the patterns of 
art, and it was surely through this art that you could touch the power of 
the mountains to bind and strengthen. 

I reached the hut at about half past six. The others were already up, 
breakfast was on the table. Today the meet ended, and we had a busy 
morning ahead. The hut had to be tidied, and we and our belongings 
had to be in Chamonix for a final dinner at midday. Fortified by a brief 
rest and large breakfast, we gathered together our things and set off for 
Montenvers at about nine. Our lunch was excellent, although I think 
I slept through a large part of it. Afterwards we parted. Some were 
going to spend the weekend at La Berarde as guests of the C.A.F., 
others had further climbing plans. 

I had arranged to climb with my father for ten days, so my day was 
not yet ended. That afternoon we took a bus under Mont Blanc, 
hoping to find a bed for the night in Italy. Courmayeur was full; all 
Italy seemed to have come to Mont Blanc. We pressed on, unable to 
escape the crowds. The hotels were bulging. That night we slept by a 
stream in the meadows of Pre St. Didier . 

• 

• 
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