
The North face of Les Courtes
IanRowe

There is nothing less elegant than a British climber at the Grands Montets at
the height of the season. We humped and crabbed our way down to the
Argentiere glacier on an assortment of footwear, rackets, networks of red
Canadian polythene, threading our way like a group of penguins among
flamingoes. I had the feeling that if any of us could ski, we would not be
contemplating climbing.

There were obvious compensations at the hut. The Argentiere cirque, mag
nificent enough in summer, is astounding in winter. Enthusiasm returned.
Antoine, Kosterlitz, Barker and Cain were off to the Triolet; the tiny figures
of Shaw and Burgess were seen on the ice of Les Courtes-the Austrian route.
Allan Fyffe and I decided to try the Swiss route, to the right of the Cordier
route.

We started on the toe of the long ridge which comes down from the summit,
the lowest rock of all. There was powder everywhere. "Ve swept it with our
hands and impacted it with our feet. Near the top of the ridge, but only half
way up the climb, Allan attempted a rightward variation and took a fall which
I failed to notice, for he was out of sight and the rope was held round a flake.
He came back, and when I tried to go left, I dislodged some rock and the
rope was cut in four places. It was dusk, and we bivouacked. I enjoyed that
first one. We were safe, and we would have to retreat in the morning. Vve had a
good site, and the night was beautiful. The descent was grand, and we took our
time.

We learned that Antoine's party had established a snow-hole below the Triolet,
and that Shaw and Burgess had completed their strenuous route straight up
the ice-field to our right. The weather turned bad, and we took a break in
Leysin.

Our next attempt took place a few days later. We started off in the moonlight,
and when the moon set we bivouacked for a few hours. I started on the left
ward variation as the weather closed in. The ice was hard, harder than I have
ever seen. It presented a clean, homogeneous surface devoid of cavities, and
I did not feel confident enough to front-point the pitch. When I had cut
across, visibility was reduced and it began to snow lightly. Allan and I decided
to continue, and that night we had an uncomfortable b{vouac in wind and snow;
it was here that we discovered that my bivouac sac was too small for two.
Allan was not amused as I disappeared inside.

The next day was strenuous. "Ve made for the summit on front points, but
we had to dig a way through the powder to reach the ice underneath. The

23



THE NORTH FACE OF LES COURTES

leader became the apex of a continuing triangle of avalanche, while the second
kept walking on the spot to keep his belay stance clear. The ice blunted our
equipment to a surprising degree. At last, at the top I sat inside the bivouac
tent and brewed up. There was no view save a transient glimpse of the in
hospitable Talefre.

In the dusk we swam toward the Col des Cristaux. At the Aiguille Croulante
we thought we might descend, then changed our minds. We were getting
tired and thought only of getting to the hut that night. We should have bivou
acked at that moment. At last we started sliding and wading down the couloir.
When the time came to put on a torch, I dropped a glove and was frost-bitten
before I could get a spare. Allan has one major disadvantage as a climbing
companion. Nothing bothers him. He is quite happy to fall into crevasses.
When he went into the first bergschrund and swam to the other side, he related
this to me through the murk as though he were telling me what time it was.
The torch was out. Then I was rotating with infinite slowness as though in a
swimming pool. Above me had grown a dim bluish wall. We were over the
first hurdle, and the powder snow seemed to have dissolved all gravity. The
rope went tight, and I sat down to stop it. Some muffled shouts told me that
I had stopped Allan halfway down the wall of the next schrund. I let out some
rope and he rolled over to the other side. Then I found myself on the upper
edge, though by the time I had explained this to Allan I was falling over it.
I landed on what I supposed to be a bridge, and, not daring to stand up, moved
sideways for 20 ft until I arrived at Allan. He asked me if I had fallen in again.
He was curious.

It was now snowing heavily, and we decided not to press on to the hut. We dug
into the glacier snow and lay down until the dawn came, or enough moonlight,
or an amelioration of the weather. These came in reverse order. At the hut we
were glad to fall under Paul Braithwaite's motherly care. The next day, we
learned that Antoine and his party having heard of our return, had left for
Wales. They had inadvertently taken our passports, cheques and money
with them, but that is another story.
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