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A married man's Alpine holiday
Richard Brooke

Marriage and climbing do not mix easily, particularly if one's spouse is unable
to take an active share in one's enthusiasm. 0 mountaineer can deny that the
sport contains an element of risk, and marri~ge demands that that risk be
reduced to negligible proportions. For my part the advent of nuts and the use
of PAs seemed to make rock climbing for a married man justifiable. If I had
any qualms of conscience they were submerged by the thought that while I
had promised to love and to cherish etc, I had not promised to give up climb
ing. In the Alps it seemed natural to choose routes where one could be safely
anchored; the best of these were the S ridge of the Salbitschijen and the N ridge
of the Badile. Then I reverted to ski-mountaineering which combined with a
family summer holiday by the seaside-and in 1974, for one reason or another,
I missed the Alps altogether. Perhaps it was this omission which allowed time
for an old urge to re-assert itself; to try one of the big mixed routes-to return,
after an interval of almost 25 years, to the S side of Mont Blanc.

While these dreams were formulating I had the pleasure of climbing in
Scotland with Colin Beechey. With Dave Viggers and Mike Banks we spent 9
days at the end of February climbing in loose company as 2 ropes of 2 in
Glencoe and on Ben evis. We were lucky with the weather, particularly in
our last 3 days on the Ben, when, in conditions more alpine than the Alps, we
climbed Observatory Ridge, E Buttress with a descent of Tower Ridge, and
Comb Gully.

The same party went to the Alps last summer, but with Jeremy
Whitehead replacing Mike Banks. We only had 2 weeks' holiday and our
plan was to get fit in the Paradiso Range before going to Mont Blanc.
For the first few days we based ourselves at the Martinotti Bivouac (2588 m)
near the head of the Valnontey. Just before we reached the bivouac we saw a
magnificent bouquetin with splendid horns, the first of many in this National
Park. In shape the bivouac was like a miniature issen hut; in size it was just
right for the 4 of us lying down, but with headroom for kneeling only. Luckily
we had it to ourselves. Its situation, perched on some granite blocks on a level
part of a ridge, was superb and we ate our supper outside marvelling at the
view across to the contorted Tribolazione Glacier and the snows of Gran
Paradiso.
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Our second evening there was enlivened by the arrival in a thunderstorm of
2 Italian walkers, one of whom in the confusion of trying to cook supper in
the confined bivouac, spilled his billy of near boiling water. Several legs were
in the way but mine got the worst of it. At the time it did not hurt too much
and both legs seemed equally affected. In fact, all the damage was to my left
shin which blistered from ankle to half way to the knee. The rub of the top of
my boot was particularly painful, though luckily I was able to keep on climb
ing; if it had been my foot which had blistered it would have been a different
story.

From the bivouac we did the WNW Ridge of the Roccia Viva (3650 m), a
peak remarkable in having a frozen crater-like tarn on the summit; the next day
Colin and I traversed Torre Del Gran San Pietro (3692 m). It was an enjoyable
ridge, a mixture of rock towers and snow aretes along which we could move
together most of the way. In one place we used a piton and sling, found
in situ, to do a diagonal rappel down a snow slope. We reached the summit in
good time at 11.15 am. On looking through the summit book we were unable
to find the names of another British party. The ridge continued down rocks
and snow, over 2 rock towers and then along a very narrow snow ridge, which
we had to avoid by using the rocks to one side, to a snow hump. From here
we turned E down a ridge leading to a col giving access to the glacier. An
exhausting tramp under a burning sun took us back to Jeremy 5 hours after
leaving him.

Back at the hut we found that another pair of climbers had arrived. They
had told Dave that it was only permitted to spend one night at the hut.
Originally we had intended to do 3 climbs from the hut and had had thoughts
of one of the N face routes on the Becca Di Gay (3621 m). But the views we
had had the previous day had shown the couloirs to be mainly ice and the
bergschrund guarding the approach to the face as probably impassable. We
made a quick decision to go down.

The bivouac had been difficult to reach as there was no bridge over the
torrent issuing from the Tribolazione and Gran Crou glaciers. On the way up we
had crossed at a place where the torrent was divided into several channels,
after some exciting boulder hopping made more difficult by heavy rucksacks,
and with the help of a young tree trunk. We therefore agreed that we would
not attempt to cross the torrent but would work our way down the near bank.
The best going was boulder hopping along the torrent's edge but in places the
river forced us into the dense growth of scrub on the bank through which we
slowly fought our way. Numerous side streams added to the difficulties.

I do not think any of us had experienced an alpine but walk of such
difficulty. We won clear in the end, rejoining the valley track as dusk advanced,
and reaching the camp site at about 9.30. We slept well and rose late. I wanted
to do one more climb in the Graians and had no difficulty in persuading the
others to come to the N ridge of La Grivola (3969 m>..

We set off at abou t 1. 30 pm. J eremy had done this walk before but the
remainder of us had not taken in the reality of the walk before us- it involved
crossing the Colie Del Pousset (3198 m), traversing the Trajo Glacier and
climbing the rock wall leading to the Balzola Bivouac (3477 m)- a climb of
over 6000 ft all told. It was late by the time we reached the bivouac; the
weather looked uncertain and a few flakes of snow drifted down. The Balzola
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83 Mont Blanc from the GTivola,

is taller and narrower than the Martinotti. As J eremy said it was juSt right for
2 people; with 4, co-ordinated action was essential. After supper we arranged
an additional mattress on the floor while Colin was hoisted into a flimsy
hammock-like contraption where he passed an uneasy night.

Breakfast and preparing to start was a slow. painstaking affair. The route
down to the glacier was not too easy and at one point we roped down. Dave
and I were down first. We put on the rope, crossed the glacier and cramponned
slowly up the ridge to where it steepened. There we waited for the others.
When they arrived I roped up with Jeremy and let Colin and Dave go ahead.
The slopes above were steeper and to avoid the rocks we found ourselves
climbing the upper part of the W face. Breaking through the upper rock
band which involved a difficult step, we gained the final slope. This started
as a thin layer of snow on ice but soon became deep snow in which we could
thrust boots and arms up to the elbow. In a couple of interesting pitches the
summit ridge led us to the top, a glorious viewpoint.

The descent was interesting because the guidebook was misleading. We
eventually found ourselves low down on a rib on the E face with the rock
steepening below while another party walked down, apparently without diffi-
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culty, on the flank of the next rib to the S. There was no way of climbing
down directly and in searching for a secure abseil point we dislodged a boulder
which fell close to the party below. A firm block was eventually found and
we soon reached the glacier. At the Colle del Pousset Colin and Dave went
ahead apd by the time Jeremy and I got down to the valley they had taken
the car into Cogne and returned to greet us with bread, jam and bottles of
beer. Much as we had enjoyed our climbs in the Graians, where, with the
exception of the party seen descending the Grivola, we had had the mountains
entirely to ourselves, it was time to move to the Mont Blanc range. We did
this next afternoon and installed ourselves on the edge of a pleasant camp-site
in the Val Ferret.

The Jorasses had always figured in our plans. We had talked of doing the 2
day ridge traverse from the Torino Hut but now we decided to go to the
Gervasutti Hut for the Hirondelles Ridge; we took 2 days' food so that we
could climb the S Ridge of the Petites J orasses (3649 m) first. The Gervasutti
hut (2850 m) is a delightful one with doubler-tier bunks for about 10 and a
small table/cooking area. The hut itself is perched on a small rognon and looks
out over a wild glacier cirque to the imposing E face of the J orasses. We were
joined by a party of 4 Frenchmen who were intending to do the Hirondelles
Ridge next day-and after we had retired to the bunks another party of 5
Italians arrived. The result was a crowded hut with some of the last to arrive
sleeping on the floor. The French party was away first and later we could see
the lights of their head torches moving up to the Col des Hirondelles. We left
at dawn and followed tracks to the S ridge of the Petites Jor?sses. The latter
part of the route crossed a steep snow slope to join the S ridge above its
lowermost section. The ridge rose steeply in a column of firm granite which
gave some interesting pitches including one of 5 Sup. Above the rocks a snow
ridge led to the summit.

The descent went better than expected. We scrambled down the rib below
the summit until a couple of long abseils brought us to the snow. Facing S,
this had the consistency of sugar but we were able to descend old tracks with
out difficulty. Back at the hut we watched with satisfaction as the Italians
who had been close behind us departed for the valley. It was nice to have the
hut to ourselves. We left for the Hirondelles ridge at 2.30 Italian time next
morning. The tracks of the previous day-and probably of parties well before
that-led us up over some dangerous-looking snow bridges until we came to the
final bergschrund that protected the steep slope leading to the col. Although
by the light of our head torches we could see tracks on the slope above, there
was no chance of crossing it in its present state. We followed tracks to the
right where the bergschrund was easier and gained the bottom of a.steep
snow runnel. Our predecessors tracks went up this and we followed. Jeremy,
at the rear, was convinced we ought to traverse left; Dave, in the lead, insisted
he was still following crampon and axe marks. Part of the trouble was that this
upper slope had been hidden from the hut and from our previous travels. We
were working in the dark, a sliver of a moon giving negligible help.

We went on and as day broke we stepped on to rock at the top of the slope,
and could now see that we should have traversed left across the slope. Clearly,
we were a long way off route but we thought that if we climbed to the ridge
we would be able to follow it to the col. Soon 3 things happened simulta-

199



A MARRIED MAN'S ALPINE HOLIDAY

neously to make us change our minds; we could see that there was some dif
ficult ground to traverse before we reached the col, Dave became involved in
difficult rock climbing and we witnessed a number of signs indicating un
settled weather conditions. First there was a dawn of fiery colours, second
cumulus clouds which rose before our eyes like the mushroom clouds after
an atomic explosion, and third, damp whispy clouds were blown through the
Col de Hirondelles from the N and sucked down into the cauldron of the
Frebouzie glacier. It was warm; the elder members of the party confidently
predicted a storm by midday. I had not been on a big mountain for 10 years,
and I felt out of tune with them; they were too big, wild and remote. I felt
reluctant to commit myself.

We went down, found a better way round or over some of the crevasses
and returned to the hut for a council of war. There was now no sign of evil
weather portents and the day developed into one of the finest we had. We

84 Grandes Jorasses from Petites Jorasses
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had very little food left and it was a case of someone going down to collect
some more or giving up the climb. We had already been out for 6 hours and I
knew I had not the stamina to descend and return, and still be fit for a long
climb the following day. We slept on it. At midday Colin announced he was
going to get more food and clad in shorts and shirt and with an empty rucksack
he set off. We were amazed to hear his shout only 4 hours later. The descent,
glissading and skating down beds of old snow, had taken a mere 50 mins; the
reascent of nearly 4000 ft only 2\4 hrs. We owed our climb to Colin's spirited
dash, and we were a cheerful party that evening. Some climbers arrived from
the W face of the Petites Jorasses; one of them told us that the weather fore
cast was uncertain.

Once more we set off at 2.30. Although the ice lip leading to the glacier was
more fragile than ever, the air seemed cold er and the snow firmer. We made
good progress and when we reached the bergschrund we went left to a jumble
of ice-blocks, where Dave found a sensational but not difficult way across.
The slopes above were steep but we experienced no difficulty until Dave got
on to ice. To give him a belay I cut steps to the right across an ice runnel to

snow on the far side-and then continued in the lead to the col, which was
not far above. We arrived there at first light and had a brief hair. A short walk
took us to the foot of the large triangular facet which forms the Italian side
of the lower part of the ridge. I gained access to the ice slope above the berg
schrund and cut notches for 70 ft until I could place a nut runner beneath
an overhanging rock buttress. Colin, who had now roped up with me, came
up and traversed across loose rock to a better stance where we could take off
crampons. The sun had risen and for a few minutes stone-fall was quite severe.
We soon gained the ridge and followed it.

It was about this time that I noticed the weather. At dawn the omens had
seemed good but now over half the sky was covered-only to the N was it
clear-and the mountains and sky beyond the Chamonix valley merged in a
uniform blackness. I had my doubts as to the wisdom of continuing but the
party was in no mood to countenance a second retreat. The wind from the
NW was cold so I put on my anorak. Higher up we were forced off the ridge by
an ice-filled chimney and only regained the ridge after 3 good leads by Dave.
A little way above we reached the top of the 'triangular facet', which stands
apart as a separate buttress from the rocks of the upper part of the ridge, and
from which we could look across to the Fissure Rey. Here we made a short
halt.

The descent to the foot of the crack was down a particularly delicate snow
edge with beetling depths dropping to the Leschaux glacier at our heels and
a rotten overhanging eave of snow ahead. We roped all together for this
section and when Dave came down as last man we arranged a back rope round
the snow boss at the top. Meanwhile we swung the rucksacks down on a rope
and Colin made short work of the Fissure Rey. I will never know if I could
have climbed it. In this case there was a piton every few feet and as Colin had
left a sling dangling from most of them it was largely a case of grab one and
pull. We hauled the sacks up and brought up the others. Above, we followed
Gobbi's variation which the guidebook assured us was 'more sure' than the
original route. The first pitch up a thin jamming crack on firm rough rock was
one of the most enjoyable of the whole climb, but in the second we had to
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make our way past several enormous teetering flakes. A delicate snow ridge
along the top of the Shroud brought us to the more broken rocks near the top
of the ridge.

We had been slow. Minor route finding errors, our manoeuvres in the region
of the Fissure Rey, the occasions when the first rope had held up the second,
and other occasions when it had seem wise to rope up as a party of 4 for
greater security had all helped to put us way behind guidebook time. The
afternoon was well advanced and the weather was now showing signs of break
ing imminently. Strange to relate I had long since forgotten my worries. I had
confidence in my companions and in myself, and had no doubts that we would
complete the climb successfully even if the weather broke and forced us to
bivouac.

We pressed on at best speed but the rocks were still sufficiently steep and
loose to force us to climb in pitches for a few rope lengths before we were able
to move together. The clouds closed in as we reached the summit ridge and our
axes started singing. Afterwards Dave told us that his metal rimmed spectacles
were jumping up and down on his nose. At the snow we stopped to put on
crampons. It was 5.30 pm. Dave and Jeremy were ahead and Colin and I
followed a few minutes later. It was only a few yards to Point Walker; on the
summit a party of 4 Austrians was waiting for another rope of 2 to complete
the Walker Spur. It seemed entirely appropriate that we should be on the
summit of this great peak in cloud and impending storm, and in the company
of those who had climbed its famous N spur. I would not have wished for it
to be otherwise.

I had expected to go down the rocks from Point Whymper but as Dave and
Jeremy were not in sight we followed tracks down from the col berween Point
Walker and Point Whymper. We met them coming back reporting that the
glacier keeled over into a nasty looking snow gully. We retraced our steps, while
the Austrians plunged past us, plodded up to Point Whymper and started down
the easy rocks. We were soon out of the cloud and sheltered from the cold
NW wind. It was a long way down. We watched the Austrians win clear of the
snow gully; as we approached the foot of the rocks they forged ahead below
us in knee deep snow. This prompted us to rope off on to the snow, a move
of doubtful value. We had to put crampons on for 10 yd of icy tracks near the
rocks. We took them off on the rocks only to have to put them on again 5
minutes later to cross beneath and through the seracs to gain the Rocher du
Reposoir. A snow crest interspersed with rock outcrops led us down-then it
was rock again and off crampons once more. We scrambled down. With a
cloudy stormy sky, the light was fading earlier than usual-nor was this com
pensated for by the sheet lightning silhouetting the jagged spires of the
Aiguille Noire de Peuterey. (It was living up to its name that evening.) Jeremy
was the first to announce what we all knew, that it was getting too dark for
safe climbing. Luckily there was a convenient spike to hand. We roped down
and another abseil took us to the glacier.

We had seen the Austrians disappearing into the gloomy depths of the glacier
as we prepared our first abseil. Now by the light of worn out batteries we
followed their deep rutted tracks down steep snow, in and out of crevasses.
At one time or another we all put at least a foot into a crevasse. The descent
seemed to go on for ever-there is in fact almost 5000 ft between summit and
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hut-but at last just when we were beginning to wonder if we had passed the
hut in the darkness the tracks led us on to rocks and a little lower we found
ourselves looking down on the roof. Arrows on the rocks showed us how to
reach the door. It was 11. 30 pm, 21 hours since we had left the Gervasutti hut
that morning-a time not flattering to our competence. Rain started soon after
we artived. Inside, the Austrians were celebrating their climb. We asked for
hot water for coffee, ate the remains of our bread and, when the celebrations
had finished, stretched out on the benches and tables as there was no room
in the bunk room.

After this we had neither the time nor strength for one of the big routes
on Mont Blanc. ] eremy and I chose a holiday climb up the SE arete of the
Aiguille Savoie (3603 m) from the Triolet Hut. Clouds were hanging over the
high peaks but as we approached the summit they rolled aside to reveal the
Grandes ]orasses, a glimpse of its great N face on the right, the E face bounded
by the Tronchey Arete on the left, the line of our climb discernible between
the 2; beyond, in the background, were the great ramparts of Mont Blanc, a
dream for another year.

A first impression of Biokovo
Ernest Shepherd

Exploring little known but attractive mountain areas in the Mediterranean
countries of S Europe can be a rewarding holiday activity, making a change
from over-populated and over-climbed Alpine peaks. Mediterranean countries
are generally mountainous, Yugoslavia particularly so, yet except for the
]ulian Alps in the , this beautiful country is apparently unknown to British
mountaineers. Although lacking the height of Alpine peaks, many of these
lesser Yugoslav mountain groups reach a respectable altitude, and are often
most attractive and craggy, well worth the attention of those seeking solitude
in an unspoilt wilderness.

One such mountain group is Biokovo, towering spectacularly above the
holiday resorts of the Makarska Riviera on the Dalmatian coast, mid-way
between Split and Dubrovnik. Like most Mediterranean hill country, Biokovo
is all limestone. Above the sea and the coast road, pine forests and vineyards
lead up past picturesque villages to an escarpment, its great crags running
parallel to the coast for miles. On top of the escarpment, at more than 900 m,
lies an undulating plateau-like area, from which the tops of the Biokovo
range rise up; the 3 main peaks according to the Makarska tourist leaflet are
Sv Ilija (1640 m) to the NW, Sv ] ure (1762 m) in the middle, above
Makarska, and Lopata (1536 m) farther to the SE.

My explorations were made from Podgora, though any of the seaside
resorts between Brela and Podgora would be suitable for excursions into the
Biokovo. There are camp-sites at Makarska, Tucepi and Podgora. The escarp
ment comes down almost to the main road near Brela to the NW and looks
quite tempting as a rock climbing area. Maps of Biokovo are unobtainable
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