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THREE CLIMBS FROM CHAMONIX: 
THE FRENCH INTERNATIONAL MEET, 1967 

BY N. J. ESTCOURT 

(Three illustrations: nos. S-7) 

HE International Meet was due to start on Monday evening, 
July 10, I967. As luck would have it Monday was a perfect day 
and it seemed a terrible waste to have to spend it lazing around in 

the valley. I had already been in Chamonix just over a week and having 
done a few short climbs was beginning to feel like doing something 
better. Martin Boysen on the other hand had only just arrived from 
Manchester that morning after an overnight train journey, and hence 
didn't feel like anything anyway. In the end we compromised and 
spent the day at the swimming pool. 

The Meet the Rassemblement International d'Alpinistes at the 
Ecole N ationale de Ski et d' Alpinisme (ENSA) is a biannual event 
organised by the French government to which they invite two climbers 
from each European country, for a period of three weeks. They are 
treated like lords when in the valley, but are provided with free tele
feriques and free use of the huts in order to try and tempt them out of it. 
The declared aim of this gathering is the promotion of International 
friendship. This it most certainly does, but it is as famous for a side 
product, the competition that gets going between the participants. This 
is partly caused by the French themselves, who put up notices telling 
everyone what routes the others are doing, and at the end publish a list of 
routes done, and partly by the fact that most countries send some of their 
top young climbers who tend to be competitive anyway. We certainly 
were. 

The initial meeting was just before supper at which Jean Franco, of 
Makalu fame, and the present directeur of the Ecole, gave a chat explaining 
the every day running of the meet. As everything had to be translated 
into English, German and Russian this took quite a time. The main 
point, that we all caught, was that we were no longer free to rush out 
when and where we wanted, but had to check out at set times, and 
declare where vve were going. I didn't like the sound of this much, but 
in fact it didn't cramp us at all. At the set time of 9.30 next morning, 
July I I, we were queueing in the library of the school ready to go. Our 
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plan vvas to shoot up on the Midi teleferique, do the Contamine route 
on the South face of the Aiguille du Midi and descend back to Chamonix 
in time for supper. Pierre J ulien, our 'tutor', didn't reckon we'd do it 
that day as it was already late, and insisted that we gave an estimated 
time of return the following morning. We finally left at about 10.30. We 
were back by 3.30 that afternoon. 

Later that evening we sat in the Bar National and talked about what 
to do next. At first, since the weather promised to be good the next day, 
we thought of doing another one-day route once again checking out at 
9.30 and getting back by suppertime. The trouble with this was that it 
would have been at least Friday before we could get onto anything big. 
So we changed our minds and decided to start straight off with something 
more serious, leaving late and bivouacking half way up. We decided on 
the Gervasutti Pillar on Mont Blanc du Tacul, the main merit of which 
was that it is reached by a two-hour mainly downhill walk from the top of 
the Midi teleferique. It also had not had a British ascent. The climb is 
about 2500 ft. long but only the first two thirds are steep, with a little 
grade six and one or two bits of artificial. It also has some history attached 
to it as it was whilst retreating from an attempt on this climb that the 
great Italian mountaineer Giusto Gervasutti was killed in 1946. 

It was about midday the next day, July 12, when we traversed out of 
the couloir and roped up at the foot of the route. After a preliminary 
crack, I belayed and watched Martin start up the second pitch. This was 
an open groove with friable rock at its back and little in the way of positive 
holds on the outside, described in the English guide as V. In fact it 
turned out to be the hardest pitch on the route and when we got down we 
found that the V allot guide gave it as V and AI, quite a different matter. 
Perhaps it is normal to have a few more pegs than Martin put in. Above 
this the pillar eased in angle and the climbing was much more straight
forward. However, I could not let my mind wander as there was a pitch 
of VI looming up and it was necessary to organise the belays so that the 
right bloke got the lead at the right time. When the V I pitch came it 
turned out to be a doddle, but the pitch above made up for it. This was a 
superb 15o-ft. run out up the crest of the pillar sustained at V all the way 
but never harder and always on perfect rock. We rushed up this, telling 
each other it must be the best pitch in Chamonix (the first of several that 
summer), and arrived at a spacious terrace below the first artificial pitch. 
About 20ft. up this I came across an old rucksack rotting away in a crack. 
It was complete with axe and crampons but all had been out in the 
open for several years and there was no point in trying to salvage them. 
We wondered it if might have been Gervasutti's? The pitch itself led up 
to and over a small overhang. It turned out to he far easier than it 
looked and the overhang went almost free thanks to a jug big enough to 
bivouac on just above the lip. 
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A few hundred feet higher we found a comfortable ledge by a little col 
and decided to bivouac although it was still fairly early. After some hard 
bargaining Martin got the most comfortable end but as a consolation he 
had to collect the snow while I kept nice and warm making the brews. 
We had so much food from the Ecole that we had to eat most of the 
night in order to lighten our sacks. I have vague memories of munching 
in the dark, shouting to an imaginary friend who we thought was 
bivouacked on the top of the .Cap, and listening to Martin snore as I 
watched the clouds coming and going; when they came I tried to go to 
sleep and pretend they were not there, and when they went I sat looking 
at the stars and hoping they would not come back. 

We slept in a bit the next morning but eventually set off and although 
there was some ice around and a little hard climbing we soon reached the 
top of the pillar. The upper part of this face of Mont Blanc du Tacul, 
however, is amazingly complicated with gendarmes, ridges and couloirs 
all muddled up with each other. It is some way from the top of the 
pillar to the top of the mountain and it was only after about half a dozen 
alarms that we did actually reach the 'easy snow slopes leading to the 
summit', except that they were hard ice. 

The descent to the Col du Midi through knee deep snow and the 
ascent back up to the Aiguille du Midi to catch a teleferique down to 
Chamonix seemed a lot further than it actually was. My only consolation 
was that it must have been worse for Martin; it was only his fourth day 
out from England and most of the time he was a small speck in the 
distance behind. I was going as fast as I could because I didn't want to 
miss the last teleferique, and although neither of us had a watch I thought 
it must be late. We were a bit choked off when we got to the station and 
found it was only four o'clock and that we need not have hurried at all. 

Next morning we heard that the Austrians had done the Central Pillar 
of Freney: this was bad news it meant we had to do something better. 
At first it was going to be the Direct on the North face of the Aiguille 
de Bionnassay but then someone told us it was dangerous so we decided 
on the South face of the Fou, which we thought we were more likely to 
enjoy. Little did we know! 

Next afternoon, July I 5, saw us burning up to the Envers des Aiguilles 
hut; for some reason, despite our sacks being full of pegs, we were both 
feeling full of energy, and we almost ran up the track. On the Mer de 
Glace we had met the Old Man of the Mountains himself, Gary Hemming. 
He had walked up, felt Martin's sack, and said ' So it's the dreaded 
Fou Monster then ?'. He gave us a few tips, promised us some beer if we 
did it, and then disappeared off with his shorts and minute sack. At 
the hut we were treated like lords when we gave them our letter from the 
Ecole, and even better when we told them what we were going to do. 
For supper we got steaks and hot punch quite a change from my normal 
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hut meal. The morning was beautiful, cold and frosty; and the walk up 
to the bergschrund below the couloir was an ideal start. To reach the 
foot of the face it is necessary to climb about 8oo ft. up a fairly steep 
couloir, but once on the face the route is a pure rock climb. It had only 
had one ascent and that had been in two instalments since the first party 
had temporarily abandoned the attempt at the prominent diagonal 
crack which splits the face, and had abseiled off, returning later to 
traverse in from the side and complete the route. This had been in 
I 963. Since then several parties had tried to repeat the route, none with 
success, and it had acquired a certain reputation. 

Apart from a stance of Martin's collapsing just after he had left it 
the climb up the couloir was uneventful, and after a false start and some 
rather frightening slabs we found the stance at the foot of the first 
pitch on the face itself. Above us loomed an enormous overhang with a 
corner leading up to it. It was Martin's turn to lead; he looked up at it 
and announced that he had never done any serious pegging before. I 
was very sure I didn't want to lead it so I told him that it was a good 
pitch to learn on. It was an extremely impressive pitch. Our ISO ft. rope 
was only just long enough and the overhang was as large as any I had 
climbed in this country certainly in the Kilnsey class. There were 
very few pegs in it so it took quite a long time. When I arrived at the top 
I was utterly exhausted whereas Martin had had a bit of rest and it 
seemed best that he led off. So I stood in slings right on the edge of the 
roof while Martin disappeared round the corner and carried on. 
Suddenly there was a noise like an aeroplane and before I knew what was 
happening three ice-blocks the size of cars exploded down the couloir 
on our left. Had either of us still been on the stance below the overhang 
we would have been in 'dead' trouble. 

The section between the overhang and the diagonal crack was typical 
of the climbing on the Fou, very steep, mixed free and artificial up thin 
cracks in otherwise very compact rock. It was still fairly early when we 
reached the so-called ledge where the route joins the diagonal crack, but 
since there was little chance of a bivouac site if we carried on we decided 
to abseil to a ledge about I soft. down the crack where it looked as though 
we would be able to spend the night in comfort. The ledge was big 
enough for us to sit on and as there was a tiny trickle of water it turned out 
to be a fairly comfortable bivouac. 

A quick prusik the next morning took us up to the point we had reached 
the previous afternoon. From here the route follows the diagonal crack 
for some 400 ft. before branching back right into the middle of the face. 
Martin shot off and led the first I so ft. pitch making it look very easy. 
The crack is more a sort of ramp similar to Overhanging Bastion on 
Castle Rock of Triermain, but shorter; it varies in width from IS ft. down 
to minus 3 ft. that is to say the wall above overhangs the wall below 
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and there is a 3 ft. roof. There were two sections where this happened 
and at both of these one was forced down on to the vertical wall under
neath to do some very hard free climbing. 

From an uncomfortable stance on a chockstone we had a good view of 
the next pitch one of the most famous on the climb. At this point the 
ramp is about I 5 ft. wide but there is a I o ft. overhang in the wall above. 
There are only two ways of getting up this section, either using bangs 
in the very wide crack round the roof (this is what the Americans on the 
first ascent did), or to traverse out below the overhang using the crack 
for layaway holds. I got poised ready with my camera while Martin 
started up it. Unfortunately, he did the overhang so quickly that I 
could hardly pay the rope out fast enough, let alone take any photo
graphs. When I came to second it I could see why. In fact it is 
technically quite easy but due to its most impressive position it is an 
extremely bold lead. Above the overhang it was necessary to layback 
something like 40 ft. before a chockstone provided an uncomfortable 
stance. 

On the next pitch we managed a tension traverse out to the edge 
of the ramp and so avoided another section that the previous party 
had had to use pegs on. This pitch took us to a minute stance on, a flake 
at t~e point where one has to peg up a subsidiary crack on the right and 
regain the middle of the face. This took the full length of the rope and 
as the last section was very overhanging we were both shattered when 
we reached the ledge at the top of it. 

Although this ledge was described as 'excellent' in our description I 
doubt if it would merit this in many other places. It is about 2ft. wide, 
6 ft. long and slopes out at about 20 o . In spite of this and in spite of it 
only being about four in the afternoon we decided to have a brew. The 
heat was intense and we had been in the sun all day so that the one cup of 
tea that we had between us tasted better than the best pint of beer ever 
did. In the end we snoozed off, and when we woke it was too late to do 
any more climbing so we bivouacked. 

We had no more to drink during the evening and only one cup of 
coffee between us the next morning. My memory of the last day is 
marred by thirst so that I didn't derive much pleasure from the top third 
of the route. In fact it went fairly uneventfully, except for Martin 
finding a fine but rather hard free alternative to the final overhang that 
the Americans had pegged. After climbing the final easy pitch like two 
characters in a western who had been out in the desert for days, we almost 
fell a few feet down the other side onto a beautiful patch of snow, most of 
which we ate. 

Two pints of soup and ten cups of tea later we started off down and 
after eating most of the N antillons glacier we arrived back in Chamonix 
just as it was getting dark. 
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Next day the Austrians arrived. They had done the Eckpfeiler. This 
was bad news, again! However, the weather broke and we never had 
a chance to better this so they won. In fact during the period of fine 
vveather a very impressive list of routes had been done by the rest of the 
Meet. The West face of the Noire, North face of the Triolet, West face 
and Bonatti Pillar of the Dru, West face of the Petites J or asses and the 
traverse of the Aiguilles had all been done at least once. There were four 
ascents of the Walker; one party, the Russians, did it in twelve hours. 
For the next ten days nobody did anything. Wives and rain arrived at 
the same time and numerous international volley ball matches were 
played in the gymnasium. The Meet finished with a lavish reception 
attended by Maurice Herzog and various other great names. Large 
quantities were drunk and the Russians, who had been very quiet up till 
then, became quite jovial (the vodka may have helped) and it turned out 
that one of them, Mikhail Khergiani, had been to Britain with the party 
that Sir John Hunt organised in I g6 I .1 The weather continued bad. and 
after an abortive attempt on the Central Pillar of Freney, I left Martin 
sitting in Chamonix and disappeared off to the Calanques, near Marseilles, 
for some rock climbing and relaxation (with my wife). The heat down 
by the sea was almost intolerable and certainly too hot for climbing. 
After a few days of this we were glad to get back to the pouring rain in 
Chamonix. 

Several days later the weather improved and Martin arrived back 
from a trip to the flesh pots of Leysin. We were both keen to get going 
again and as we felt like trying a new route it was decided to have a go 
at the North-west face of the Pie sans Nom. Various people had tried 
this route over the last few years, but all of them had been turned back, 
usually by the weather. It 'vas quite a well known problem and we knew 
several other parties had their eyes on it all the better if we could get 
there first. The Pie sans Nom is really a rather insignificant needle on 
the ridge between the Drus and the the Aiguille sans Nom. The 
Charpoua side is unimpressive but behind, above the Nant Blanc 
glacier, it has a very fine rock face. It is about 2500 ft. high and although 
not as steep as the West face of the Dru, gets very little sun and holds a 
lot of ice. This whole area in fact, is very wild and in spite of the closeness 
of extremely popular routes on the Drus it has received surprisingly 
little attention. In I928 the guides Armand Charlet and Camille 
Devouassoux made a route, which although very fine and the easiest 
way up the face, wanders rather. It starts beneath the Col du Dru and 
finishes up on the Pointe Croux, traversing almost the entire face from 
right to left. This means that any route done since will either have to 
cross this route or at any rate follow it for part of the way. This is true of 
the very fine climb that Joe Brown and Tom Patey did on the North face 

1 C.C.J. no. 86, p. 247 . 
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THE NORTH-WEST FACE OF THB PIC SANS NOM, SHOWING THE BOYSEN·EsTCOURT ROUTE. 
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of the Aiguille sans Nom in I 963, and it is also true of our route. We 
decided to start up the Charlet route but branch straight up the face to 
the Pie sans Nom from the point where the Charlet route traverses out 
of the couloir leading to the Col du Dru.2 From this place a very promi
nent chimney line leads up for nearly a thousand feet to below a small 
triangular ice slope. We hoped, either to climb this, or the buttress on 
the left of it. From the ice slope we would continue up an impressive 
face which seemed to be full of corners and overhangs to reach the snow 
patch below the.final pyramid, what this would be like we did not yet know. 3 

The Rognon du Dru, the bivouac site below our route, was somewhat 
• 

crowded. It was full of clitnbers on their way to do the Dru and a 
definite pecking order had grown up amongst them. We said we were 
not going on either the Bonatti Pillar or the West face so they assumed 
we were heading for the North face and assigned us to the lowest class. 
Also, as we were rather late and there were thirty or forty people we got 
one of the worst bivouac sites. 

On the morning of August g, we woke late having overslept and been 
roused by the steady tramp of the West face parties going by. It was 
light as we walked up to the foot of the couloir and although it was very 
cold the weather did not look too good; there was quite a bit of cloud 
around and a wind was blowing. The couloir was very steep and icy, 
but it was frozen solid and perfectly safe. It wasn't long before we had 
traversed out of it on the Char let route and, abandoning the idea of the 
chimney, found ourselves on the shoulder where the buttress started. 
Our only casualty so far had been Martin's ice axe which he had dropped. 
He wasn't very pleased because it was a decent axe and I wasn't very 
pleased because it might mean I would have to cut all the steps. 

The bottom zoo ft . of the buttress is extremely steep and the only 
reasonable line was a crack just left of the crest. This faced left and the 
first 40ft. were reasonable jamming to below an overhang. There the 
crack became a sort of shallow groove with a vertical left wall and a right 
wall overhanging by 45°. At this point the crack itself was too wide for 
jamming so I gave up trying and prusiked up to Martin who had led the 
pitch, though even he had found it hard (I suspect it would be Extreme 
even on Curbar). Above here the technical standard of the climb eased 
a little and the rest of the rock climbing to the top of the buttress was all 
free and very enjoyable. Here there was a good ledge and Martin sug
gested a brew. However, I was much too scared about the weather, 
which seemed to be worsening, so we pressed on. Two rock pitches led 
to the triangular ice slope. The first of these was particularly pleasant 
as a perfect jamming crack led straight over a small roof. The ice slope 
itself was smaller than had appeared from below, and apart from the 
odd hard step the climbing up to the foot of the wall below the final 

2 See illustration no. 6 

2 

3 See A.J. 72. 3 r8 for technical description. 
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pyramid was reasonably straightforward. There was an ideal ledge here 
and Martin wanted to bivouac but the weather was doubtful and as there 
was still an hour or so of daylight I was for carrying on. One pitch up the 
wall was another smallish ledge and 1\!Iartin was fooled into abandoning 
his and following me up. It was difficult to see where to go from here 
and since I didn't fancy waiting till morning I did one more pitch. 
Starting with a zo-ft. descent from the far end of the platform, I climbed 
across to, and up, a steep crack with good holds. After 150 ft. without 
finding a good ledge I had to put a peg in and, leaving the rope fixed, 
return to Martin. 

A few large blocks were trundled over the edge and the ledge became 
quite spacious. It soon got dark and we were left with nothing to do but 
make brews of tea and 'vatch the headlights of the cars in the valley below. 
The weather was obviously deteriorating and although Martin, as usual, 
was optimistic I was a little unhappy. Fortunately we were both tired 
and slept fairly well though I have a vague memory of waking and finding 
it snowing, which was such a horrible experience that I promptly went 
back to sleep. The morning, however, v1as fairly fine except for a cold 
wind and after watching several people start up the orth face of the 
Dru we got our aching limbs moving and set off. The pitch above the 
fixed rope was a very unpleasant jamming crack and after this a short 
semi-tension traverse across a steep slab landed us on easier ground on the 
left edge of the face. The next several hundred feet of the climb, leading 
to the final section, would have been straightforward, but being easy
angled, it held a lot of sno-vv and took longer than expected. From this 
side the top of the Pie sans Nom appears to be an almost perfect pyramid 
of compact rock. Right on the crest of the ridge facing us was a shallow 
groove and this was obviously the only route. Martin led this pitch in his 
usual impressive way; it turned out to be a fine mixture of both hard free, 
and hard artificial, climbing and was a superb climax to a very fine climb. 

The descent is another story. A gale was blowing and the two abseils 
to the Breche sans om were made very hard work by the wind blowing 
the ropes out horizontally. Further down we followed a route-finding 
hunch of mine that landed us in serious difficulties and we ended up 
abseiling down the face of the Aiguille sans Nom. One of these abseils 
was nearly our last. While Martin 'vas trying to pull the rope through, 
both ends suddenly came with a jerk and we realised that the sling at the 
top had broken. 

We reached the glacier just as it became dark and arrived at the 
Charpoua hut half an hour later. The lightning had started five minutes 
before we arrived, and soon after the storm really got going. We didn't 
mind; in fact we just lay on our bunks and laughed we were so relieved 
to have avoided it. Next morning it cleared for a few hours and we 
could see the Aiguilles covered in snow. othing would be in condition 
for several days and it seemed time to head home for England. 

• 


	9
	10
	11
	12
	pl 5
	13
	14
	pl 6
	15
	pl  7
	16

