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The Alps & Beyond

Petit Dru, acrylic on canvas, 40x50cm. (Tim Pollard)



DES RUBENS

Key Moments on The Peuterey Ridge
or

The Tale of an Elderly Partnership on the Longest Ridge 
in the Alps, in the Fervent Hope of Being of Use to 

Others of a Similar Vintage
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‘I know of no scene more dominating, more damning to hope and optimism, 
than the Peuterey Ridge viewed from the Col de l’Innominata.’ 

– Frank Smythe, Climbs and Ski Runs (1929) 

[deleted expletive. . .]
I should not be sliding down here towards the Col de Peuterey. Sheer. 

Bloody. Utter. Stupidity. What would the hi’ heid yins o’ the Alpine Club 
– that prestigious body of which I’d recently become a member – think 
of this demonstration of incompetence? (And Was Not the Current President 

Geoff Cohen a few pitches above the Bivouac des Dames Anglaises. (Des Rubens)
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Particularly Severe on Raw Recruits bringing The Club’s Name into Disrepute?) 
More worryingly, what would be the immediate outcome, for the moment 
beyond my control?

I experienced a short flight over the bergschrund and decelerated gently 
to a halt, courtesy of the ropework of my lifelong friend and fellow martyr 
to unrelenting masochism, Geoff Cohen.

He carefully descended to join me and we continued quietly to the 
col. Although Geoff 
could justifiably have 
given way to some 
degree of emotion, 
he was tolerance 
personified. 

To go back a few 
days: I eventually 
reckoned five key 
moments of our 
ascent. The first was 
that in scrutinising 
the long term fore-
cast from the comfort 
of Geoff’s base in the 
Ecrins, we realised 
the unsettled weather 
was improving to 
give six fine days.

‘What do you fancy?’ asked my worthy friend of forty years’ standing.
‘The Peuterey Ridge’, I replied instantly.
And that was more or less it. No further discussion necessary. We 

packed, drove to the Val Veni and walked up to the Monzino Hut.
Next day, shortly after dawn, we were examining the Peuterey Ridge 

from the Col de l’Innominata, a powerfully atmospheric place adorned 
with plaques commemorating the disastrous retreat of Walter Bonatti’s 
party in 1961. This was a second critical point in the climb – my confi-
dence of the brief decision-making process much diminished. We’d had an 
awkward moment during the ascent when one of us took a short tumble, 
indicative of a lack of ‘flow’ or sympathy with the environment. Although 
I had passed this way about 30 years earlier, approaching the Gervasutti 
Route on the Gugliermina, the monumental scale of the south flank of 
Mont Blanc had faded from memory. Just regarding the massive architec-
ture of the Peuterey Ridge was enough to arouse a swarm of butterflies in 
the stomach. With a combined age of 127, it had to be acknowledged that 
Geoff and I were hardly the honed athletes of our youth (the assumption 
inherent in this statement has been questioned by a few ‘friends’) and such 
a long route was a daunting prospect. 

An aside to growing old: hesitant though I am to play the ‘old man’ card, 

The author at the Dames Anglaises Bivouac Hut, 
Brenva Glacier and Géant in distance. (Geoff Cohen)

it is nevertheless difficult to ignore the fact that age does begin to restrict 
your ability to achieve on the mountains. More exasperatingly, a problem 
(at least if you are competitive, which, of course, I’m certainly not) is that 
however old you are, there’ll always be someone doing better than you. 
If, say, you’re on an indoor wall, happy on F6b at sixty, it’s guaranteed 
there’ll be someone of seventy gracefully flexing on F7a. I don’t doubt 
my own father, going to the local gym at 95, encounters even more aged 
veterans who both inspire and enrage him.

So with a number of excuses to hand, had my companion suggested 
backtracking, I would probably have acquiesced with little comment and 
subsequently remained mute about the whole stupid idea. However, no 
offer of retreat was forthcoming so we tacitly agreed to continue.

Even the short descent to the Freney Glacier, which I had recalled as 
a loose scramble, maintained its capacity to alarm: we teetered around 
exposed, unattached blocks to find abseil slings – the lack of ‘flow’ continued 
with a dropped belay plate. However, we then crossed the Freney Glacier 
without difficulty and moved up the Schneider Ledges. Although the 
ground is not difficult, you are constantly confronted with rounded holds 
and ball-bearing gravel underfoot. A combination of misreading the guide 

Geoff Cohen approaching main summit of the Aiguille Blanche; south-east 
summit (Pt. Seymour King) 4107m and North Face of the Aiguille Blanche in 
background. (Des Rubens)
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and wrong information 
meant a delayed arrival 
at the Bivouac des 
Dames Anglaises. 
(Tradition holds that the 
shelter is named due to 
its difficulty of access.) 

Still, a fabled spot! 
And what an outlook 
over the Freney and 
Brenva Glaciers! We 
were the first visitors 
to the shelter that year 
(12 July), supporting 
the statement by the 
guardian of the Monzino 
Hut that we were the 
first team to attempt the 
Peuterey this season. 
The hut book also 
showed a few familiar 
names from ascents of 
the Peuterey Integrale 
from previous years. We 
had not seriously consid-
ered the Integrale, put 
off by the description 
of the alarming abseils 
off the Aiguille Noire. 
Anyway, we had both 
previously ascended the 
Noire’s classic South 
Ridge, in Geoff’s case 
forty-five years previ-
ously. Also there were 

Geoff Cohen on the lower 
rocks of the Grand Pilier 
d’Angle.(A more direct 
line was taken due to poor 
snow conditions above the 
Col de Peuterey.)  
(Des Rubens)

Geoff Cohen on bivouac 
at the foot of the large 
gendarme, Grand Pilier 
d’Angle. (Des Rubens)

limits as to how far we should test the patience of our guardian angels, who 
throughout our climbing careers have been unwaveringly loyal regarding 
our best interests.

Daringly, we did decide to spend a day acclimatising at the Dames 
Anglaises, as we had only been in the Alps for a week. Respite from the 
mental strain of the route was balanced by faith in the accuracy of the 
weather forecast – a very modern benefit. We spent a couple of hours of 
our rest day clarifying the route back up to the Schneider Couloir , and then 
passed a delightful day in this historic spot.

The following day we set off before dawn and made steady progress up 
the broken rocks to the snows of the Aiguille Blanche, supposedly the most 
difficult of access of the Alpine 4000m peaks. We travelled unroped and, as 
the snow conditions were excellent, continued so over the arête above the 
North Face to the main summit. Nevertheless, I felt uneasy looking back 
at my companion negotiating the arête. This was exacerbated by dropping 
my ancient and beloved water bottle down the face. (Dropping personal 
items into a huge abyss often gives rise to uncomfortable feelings in me.)

The view from the summit of the Aiguille Blanche across the south flank 
of Mont Blanc is without parallel. It’s easy to see why the Central Pillar of 
Freney was the big prize of the ’60s. The Chandelle is well named and the 

Geoff Cohen approaching the upper part of the Peuterey Ridge (above the 
Grand Pilier d’Angle); Central Pillar of Freney in background. (Des Rubens)



108 109

detachment of the Pillar makes 
it the outstanding feature on the 
Freney Face. However, looking 
across towards Col Eccles, 
supposedly an escape route from 
the Upper Freney Glacier, I 
didn’t like the look of the ground 
at all. No gentle snow slopes but 
steep, exposed glacier and rubble, 
possibly made more hazardous in 
recent years by climate change. 
Nowhere in the Alps would I less 
like to be in poor weather. History 
has shown it to be a desperate place 
in heavy snowfall. My respect for 
the pioneers of the Freney Face 
grew. So the certainty that there 
was no obvious escape other than 
over the summit of the Blanc was 
the third key moment during our 
climb.

We climbed and roped down 
towards the Col du Peuterey. 
The fourth key moment was soon 
upon us: with a concern to keep 
moving quickly, I said to Geoff 
I didn’t need belaying as I set off 
down the final snow slopes to the 
Col de Peuterey. Unfortunately, 
the snow gave way to harder ice, 
I misjudged the holding power 
of my lightweight axe and I was 
soon flying. I beat myself up for a 
while regarding this fundamental 
error, but soon realised there was no alternative but just to get on with the 
route.

Having not fully absorbed the guidebook description, I hadn’t quite real-
ised the Grand Pilier d’Angle had so much mixed ground below it. Rotten 
snow forced us to take to the rocks earlier than we would have liked, 
climbing two difficult pitches of about HVS before laborious slopes led to 
the cold and exposed arête of the peak. Evening was drawing in. We even-
tually found the bivvy at the foot of the Grand Gendarme, a noted feature 
hereabouts, and what a grand bivvy spot it was too! Slightly worryingly, a 
little snow drifted down as we settled into our bags, but we dismissed it as 
an evening averse. 

The Freney Pillar from the final 
pitches of the Peuterey Ridge.  
(Des Rubens)

I started brewing about 3am. Yet another perfect morning and the near 
certainty of the weather holding with success only dependent on our own 
efforts was the fifth and final key moment. My mood was much improved 
from the previous day – the Freney Face was flushed with the morning sun 
and we absorbed the remoteness. Regaining the ridge, we negotiated some 
mixed ground beyond the gendarme to reach the wonderful snow arêtes 
of the upper part of the route, with terrific views of the Freney and Major 
faces on either side. Higher up, we hit hard ice and pitched it to the top of 
the climb at the junction with the Brouillard Ridge. 

For mile upon mile, peak after peak, pinnacle after pinnacle, the Peuterey 
now lay below us – the finest and longest ridge in the whole of the Alps. A 
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Geoff Cohen on the final pitches of the Peuterey Ridge, just before its junction 
with the Brouillard Ridge. (Des Rubens)

lifetime’s ambition had been achieved.
This was worth more than a handshake. An emotional hug was in order 

and I confess to shedding some tears. Geoff was similarly moved. It was as 
fine a moment as any in our long partnership.

A few figures could be seen on the summit, the first humans we had seen 
since leaving the Monzino Hut three and a half days before.

We headed over the summit to the Gonella Hut on the Italian side. The 
mountain, which so far had been benign, was becoming hostile, as if regret-
ting its previous tolerance. Firstly, a substantial rockfall raked the line of 
descent onto the Glacier du Dôme. We had anticipated this possibility by 
taking a more circuitous line. However, shortly after, we were not spared 
an hour-long crevasse incident when one of us failed to leap sufficiently far 
over the covered bergschrund (probably also age-related – the gazelle-like 
sinews of youth having atrophied).

After the tension of extrication from the crevasse, which was not particu-
larly straightforward given the rotten snow, the mountain relented and we 
were no more inconvenienced. 

We reached the modern and comfortable Gonella Hut around sunset, 
four days after leaving the Monzino Hut. The transition from exterior to 
interior and the kindly welcome of the Italian guardian could not have 

been more marked. We relaxed into food, beers and chat, continuing to 
marvel at the shift to the luxuries of modern living. 

The following day, we descended through the Himalayan-scale scenery 
surrounding the Miage 
Glacier to a wonderful 
green meadow. The 
following morning, the 
rain came as predicted. 
It was the end of our 
Alpine holiday.

Summary: An account of 
an ascent of the Peuterey 
Ridge of Mont Blanc via 
the Dames Anglaises 
(Craveri) Bivouac Hut, 
by Geoff Cohen and Des 
Rubens, 11 – 16 July 
2013, round trip from 
Val Veni.

Geoff Cohen descending the Bosses Ridge with the Aiguille de Bionnassay 
beyond. A plan to continue over this peak was abandoned due to lack of time 
(or, perhaps more accurately, speed) and snow conditions. (Des Rubens)

Geoff Cohen (left) and Des Rubens on the summit 
of Mont Blanc. (Rubens coll.)


