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The Matterhorn from the Italian side of the Theodule Pass. Probably John 
Antony Cramer (1793-1848). Date unknown. Pen and ink wash. 27 x 23cm. 
Catalogued as by James D. Forbes, but noted on the verso as ‘Dessiné par 
le Revd. Antoine Cramer, chef d’un des collèges d’Oxford’: the author of this 

attribution and of the geological notes on the recto and verso is unknown. 
(Alpine Club Collection HE085P)
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Few climbers seem to have heard of Mont Greuvetta. At first this seems 
rather surprising, as at 3684m it is a significant peak in the Mont Blanc 

Range, but there again it’s a retiring mountain: the summit is difficult to 
see from the valley and is only really visible from the alpine pastures high 
above Val Ferret. Or perhaps it is so little known because nobody can 
figure out exactly how to spell its name? Gruetta, Greuvetta, Greuvettaz 
are all used in various publications with the latter being the latest ‘offi-
cial’ spelling. I prefer ‘Greuvetta’, as the peak is named in Gino Buscaini’s 
Vallot guidebook to the Grandes Jorasses area of the Mont Blanc range. I 
have a bookcase full of guidebooks, but this carefully written and beauti-
fully illustrated labour of love is one of my favourites. It was an expensive 

The East Face of Mont Greuvetta from Pointe 2810m, Mont Vert de Gruevetta. 
(Tom Prentice)
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although the huge gaping bergschrund gave Chris an interesting mixed 
pitch. Once established on the wall, the climbing was sustained and enjoy-
able, although the route finding kept us guessing all the way to the top. 
We couldn’t find the correct line above a terrace at one-third height so we 
climbed a variation that avoided the aid moves on the roof above, and in 
doing so made the first free ascent of the route.

The 500m-high east face of Mont Greuvetta is one of the finest rock 
walls in the Mont Blanc Range. The rock is beautiful, light-coloured, fine-
grained granite, and was first 
climbed via its left edge in 1942, 
a remarkable tour de force that 
is currently graded TD+. It now 
sports half a dozen bolt-protected 
routes that were (mainly) put up in 
the early 1980s. Only two routes 
run the full height of the wall and 
most parties abseil off below the 

purchase for an impecunious student back in 1982, but it has inspired many 
adventures over the years and still fuels new dreams.

When I first opened the hard green cover all those years ago I was imme-
diately struck by a beautiful pen and ink drawing of the east face of Mont 
Greuvetta. It was steep, remote and little frequented, and I was intrigued. A 
couple of years later I met the celebrated French climber André Contamine 
in Chamonix, and soon I was quizzing him about the Greuvetta. I think he 
was rather surprised that a young British climber was so curious about such 
a remote corner of the Mont Blanc range, so he took me into the hallowed 
grounds of ENSA, and in their impressive library we found an article in an 
Italian magazine detailing recent activity on Greuvetta’s east face. One of 
these routes, Il Pilastro del Sorriso (TD+) by the great Italian climber Ugo 
Manera in 1982, caught my eye and I resolved to attempt it at the next 
opportunity.

Numerous obligatory Alpine classics and trips to the greater ranges inter-
vened, but eventually ten years later, in July 1994, Chris Cartwright and 
I headed up to the Comino Hut to attempt the route. This small bivouac 
was built in 1981 in memory of Gianni Comino who formed a productive 

partnership with the legendary 
Giancarlo Grassi in the late 1970s. 
They climbed a series of ground-
breaking ice routes including The 
Hypercouloir on the south side of 
the Grandes Jorasses, but unfor-
tunately Gianni was killed whilst 
attempting a direct route through 
the seracs to the right of The Pear 
on the Brenva Face. The hut has 
considerably eased access to the 
Greuvetta Glacier that previously 
was one of the most difficult to 
reach places in the range. Before 
the new hut path from the Triolet 
moraines, climbers accessed the 
hanging valley below the glacier 
by following a steep stream-bed, 
and battling up large rock steps 
covered in vegetation. The hut is 
delightfully situated overlooking 
Val Ferret, but it is a long way 
from the chaotic Greuvetta glacier 

that guards access to the east face.
After a reconnaissance the day before, Chris and I carefully picked 

our way through a succession of moraines and negotiated the steep and 
crevassed glacier to gain the foot of the route at daybreak. Fortunately, 
heavy snowfall the previous spring rendered the crevasses passable, 

Chris Cartwright, first free ascent of Pilastro 
del Sorriso (TD+), East Face of Mont 
Greuvetta, July 1994. (Simon Richardson)

Simon Richardson, first ascent of South-West Ridge (TD), Pointe 2810m, Mont 
Vert de Greuvetta. (Tom Prentice)

The tiny Comino Bivouac hut 
perched below the Mont Vert de 
Greuvetta. (Simon Richardson)
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medium-grade classics 
in the Sella Pass area, 
but all the while we were 
attracted to other features 
on the surrounding peaks, 
often wondering whether 
they had been climbed. 
This rekindled an old 
ambition to visit the Mont 
Blanc range and specifi-
cally target new routes. 
During previous visits 
to the massif I had noted 
several possibilities, so 

Tom and I decided to give them a try in September 2012. The plan was to 
climb three new routes, all south-facing buttresses that looked objectively 
safe and would clear fast after poor weather. The concept was simple – 
climb in rock boots and descend the same line by abseil.

The starting point of our campaign was Mont Vert de Greuvetta, which 
lies at the end of the long south-
east ridge of the main peak. It 
is situated directly behind the 
Comino Hut and was first climbed, 
via the south ridge of Pointe 
2810m, by Richard Goedeke and 
Tim Bartelds in July 1995. They 
descended by traversing the other 
two summits of Mont Vert de 
Greuvetta and climbing down 
close to the Greuvetta glacier. I 
was aware that a bolt-protected 
route had been climbed on Pointe 
2810m (Carletto, 2010), but as far as 
I knew there were no independent 
routes on the other two summits. 
In particular, from distant photos 

upper section where the rock quality deteriorates.
Whilst we were climbing the Pilastro del Sorriso I was struck by a distinc-

tive pillar abutting the wall between Petit Mont Greuvetta and the main 
summit. A few months later, Mountain magazine published a photograph 
that picked out the line of the pillar in the sun. High and isolated, it had 
a singular and enigmatic charm. I christened it ‘the Lonely Pillar’ in my 
mind and in July 1998 Dore Green and I decided to attempt it. In the 
Comino Hut, however, we came across a written description (in Italian) 
of the Grassi-Lang-Meneghin 1982 route, and I interpreted this – incor-
rectly as it turned out – to be an ascent of the Lonely Pillar. So instead, 
Dore and I switched from exploratory climbing to bolt-clipping mode and 
made an ascent of La Roue de la Fortune (ED) on the main east face of the 
Greuvetta. Our disappointment at finding that our line had already been 
climbed was quickly dispelled by the excellent quality of climbing on this 
modern classic.

The story now steps forward 13 years to 2011 when Tom Prentice and 
I made an enjoyable trip to the Dolomites. We had a busy week climbing 

The vast southern aspect of Mont Greuvetta. (Tom Prentice)

Simon Richardson bivouacking 
below the Petit Mont Greuvetta. 
The Grassi-Lang-Meneghin follows 
the left-slanting groove left of the 
prominent heart shaped feature. The 
Direct Start climbs the wall to the 
left. (Tom Prentice)

Mont Greuvetta routes. 
(Tom Prentice)
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taken across Val Ferret I had seen on the internet, there appeared to be an 
attractive looking spur running up the south-west face of Pointe 2873m.

Tom and I arrived in Chamonix to be greeted by the first autumnal 
storm. It was raining hard, snow was down to 1600m, and it was bitterly 
cold. The weather was still poor the following morning, but we decided 
to drive through the Mont Blanc Tunnel and take a walk up Val Ferret 

to have a look at our proposed 
route on Pointe 2873m. The 
Greuvetta cirque appeared to be 
clear of snow, so we made an 
immediate change of plan and 
headed up to the Comino Hut 
with food and fuel for a couple 
of nights. There was even time 
that evening to scout out Pointe 
2873m, and sure enough, there 
was an attractive line of ramps 
and grooves running up the 
south-west spur.

Next day we had a leisurely 
start (by alpine standards) to 
allow the rock to warm up, and 
were climbing by 8:30am. The 
initial pitches went smoothly, 
and as planned, we entered the 
great groove cleaving the right 
side of the face. One pitch up 
we encountered a huge capping 
roof, and the hoped-for crack 
on the right wall was just a 
black streak. The pleasures of 

new routeing! It was decision time, so we followed our instincts along a 
break on the left, and where it faded we climbed a steep 5c pitch through an 
impending wall to a finely positioned arête above. Two more rope lengths 
and we were on top of the nine-pitch South-West Spur (D). We descended 
the gully system to the west and spent a leisurely night in the hut before 
descending the next day to Val Ferret.

Our next objective was on the south-west face of Pointe de la Fouly 
(3608m) at the head of the Argentière Basin. This was a bigger, more 
serious affair, but on 7 September we climbed the complex, pinnacled ridge 
that descends west-south-west from the highest point. This is left of, and 
parallel to, the Charlet-Ratheaux Route. The route had 19 pitches up to 6a, 
and although it climbed some easy ground, we felt it merited an overall 
grade of TD. The next day we made a long and complex descent of the 
south-west face back to the Argentière Glacier. For a bit of fun, we decided 
to call it the Scottish Route.

We had time for a quick, 
modern, bolted route in the 
Aiguilles Rouges before the 
next big storm rolled in from 
the north-west in the middle 
of our second week. Once 
again it deposited snow to 
low levels, but this time it was 
followed by a bitterly cold 
north-east wind. This put paid 
to our third objective on the 
Aiguille du Chardonnet, so it 
was a natural decision to head 
back to Mont Vert de Greu-
vetta and climb a direct line 
up the previously unclimbed 
South-West Ridge. Entry to 
this is barred by a steep rock 
wall, which provided a diffi-
cult five-pitch start to the 
300m TD route. The spec-
tacular skyline ridge in the 
middle part of the climb was 
surprisingly straightforward 
and we gained the summit 
ridge just left of the Carletto 
route on the south face. We 
completed this climb (after 
reconnaissance the previous 
day) on 15 September, and 
then indulged in the luxury 
of a bolt-equipped descent of 
the Carletto. The weather was 
superb, and looking across into 
the main Greuvetta cirque, we 
were struck by a prominent 
slanting groove-line cutting 
through the vertical east face 
of Petit Mont Greuvetta.

We spent our last evening 
back in the hut before 
descending to Val Ferret and 
driving straight to Geneva to 
catch our flight. It had been a 

Tom Prentice, first ascent of the South-west 
Ridge (TD) of Pointe 2810m, Mont Vert de 
Greuvetta. (Simon Richardson)

Tom Prentice on a 
reconnaissance of the east face 
of Mont Greuvetta in July 2014. 
(Simon Richardson)
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very successful trip. In 17 days away from home we had spent 13 days in 
the mountains and climbed three new routes, but in many ways the job 
felt unfinished. The route on the Chardonnet was unclimbed and we had 
spotted a compelling new line on the east face of Mont Greuvetta. We 
would have to return the following summer!

We made the groove on Petit Mont Greuvetta our first objective in 
August 2013. It is a compelling feature, but from afar it was impossible 
to judge the steepness of the groove. We had spent all winter studying 
photos and fretting about the potential difficulty, but after a long approach 
involving a bivouac we started up the route (with some trepidation) on 12 
August. We climbed four pitches up a subsidiary groove to the left until we 
were sucked into the main groove-line. Here, horror of horrors, we found 
an old abseil sling and then a peg – clearly someone had been there before 
us. We continued for another seven pitches up the upper part of the groove, 
followed by a ramp that led to the summit ridge; we then descended our 
line by abseil, making another bivouac on the way. It turned out that this 
line was in fact the Grassi-Lang-Meneghin 1982 route and we had added 
a four-pitch direct start. Our initial disappointment turned to excitement, 
when we realised that this meant that the Lonely Pillar was unclimbed 
after all!

Our next objective, however, was a prominent rock pillar on the south 
side of the Aiguille du Chardonnet. Countless skiers must have passed 
underneath this attractive feature on their way to the Col du Chardonnet 
when doing the Haute Route, but as far as we knew it was unclimbed. 
Our approach to the col in summer conditions of unstable moraine and 
receding glaciers was a long and gruelling affair (which involved yet 
another bivouac), but we managed to squeeze in our 350m TD route 
before the weather broke. Nine varied pitches led to the summit crest of 
Pointe Alphonse Couttet (3660m), and once again we abseiled our line of 
ascent, just making the glacier by nightfall and reaching our bivouac site 
at midnight.

By the time the bad weather had cleared there was time for just one more 
route. It was now late August and the glaciers were beginning to break up, 
so we decided to return to the Greuvetta and attempt the Lonely Pillar. 
Our plan was to climb the crest of the pillar, but we were soon sucked into 
the prominent line of corners defining its left edge. This provided us with 
the best route of the trip; an excellent 11-pitch TD+ involving bivouacs on 
both the approach and descent. We were completely alone for three days, 
only accompanied by choughs (who had a nest under a great chockstone 
halfway up the route), so Casa Dei Gracchi (House of the Choughs) seemed 
an appropriate route name to capture the savage location. Once again, the 
descent was a race against time and we arrived on the Greuvetta glacier 
to crashes of thunder and bolts of lightning with flash floods in the valleys 
below. Casa Dei Gracchi (TD+, 6b) turned out to be an excellent climb 
following a very strong line, but it didn’t follow the crest of the pillar that 
lay just out of reach to our right. We knew that we would have to return.

So the Lonely Pillar became the key objective for 2014. Unfortunately 
the weather was very poor during the last two weeks of July and we were 
confined to low-level routes around the Envers Hut and in the Aiguilles 
Rouges. At the beginning of the trip we made a reconnaissance of the 
Greuvetta, but there was too much snow on the approach and we ended up 
making an early repeat of the Via Carletto (TD, 6b) on Mont Vert de Greu-
vetta. Luckily at the end of our second week, the weather forecast magically 

Tom Prentice on the first ascent of Casa Dei Gracchi (TD+) on the East Face of 
Mont Greuvetta. (Simon Richardson)
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changed and a three-day 
weather window emerged. 
The previous year, Casa 
Dei Gracchi had taken a full 
three days (one day each 
for the ascent, climb and 
descent), so we planned 
on a similar period for the 
pillar.

We walked up to the 
Comino Hut in the rain, 
and set off in deep fog 
early in the morning of 
31 July. Fortunately the 
cloud lifted resulting in a 
glorious day. Unlike 2013, 
when our approach to a 
bivouac at the foot of the 
pillar took a full day, we 
were so familiar with the 
approach that we reached 
a similar point in half the 

time, so just after midday we set off up the pillar itself.
The route links the two hanging ramps to join the crest of the upper pillar. 

From directly below, these looked undercut and very steep, and overall the 
route was very intimidating. But luck was on our side, because as soon 
as we started the technical climbing the rock quality became superb with 
many hidden incut holds and chicken heads on otherwise blank sections. 
The climbing up the ramps was sustained 6a with Tom leading a memo-
rable 6a+ section up a thin finger crack. Where the second ramp faded, 
there was a long intricate pitch weaving through hanging slabs leading to 
the easier upper crest. These pitches were amongst the best alpine rock 
climbing we had ever done, and certainly justified the long approach. The 
upper pillar led naturally up the crest and then left on to the top section of 
Casa Dei Gracchi that leads to the south-south-east ridge of Mont Greuvetta. 
We abseiled down the 2013 route to reach a cramped bivouac at the foot 
of the pillar by nightfall.

The foot of the pillar is one of the most serious places I’ve visited in the 
Alps. Abseiling down to the glacier was not possible as the ground below 
is undercut by a huge arch, and the only way out is to downclimb the long, 

ascending approach traverse. The situation felt more committing than 
climbing on the south side of Mont Blanc and was reminiscent of the east 
face of the Grandes Jorasses. The next day was forecast to be good, but it 
soon clouded in and rained all day. Fully committed, we had no option but 
to very slowly and carefully reverse our approach in the wet. We reached 
Val Ferret early in the evening. Our three-day good weather window had 
shrunk to a single day, and if we had known this at the outset we wouldn’t 
have even considered the attempt. We called our route Il Pilastro Solitario 
(The Lonely Pillar) and graded it similar to Casa Dei Gracchi, TD+.

Our ascent of the Lonely Pillar concluded a 20-year quest on the east 
side of the Greuvetta massif. During this time I have been lucky enough to 
climb eight routes (six with Tom), and four of these have been first ascents. 
But Il Pilastro Solitario is the finest climb of all, taking a marvellous feature. 
Many thanks to Tom for sharing the adventure.

Summary
An account of several visits to the beautiful granite of the Greuvetta 

massif on the south side of the Mont Blanc Range, over the course of 20 
years. These culminated in first ascents of Casa Dei Gracchi (House of the 
Choughs), 500m, TD+ 6b, 22-23 August 2013 and Il Pilastro Solitario (The 
Lonely Pillar), 500m, TD+ 6a+, 31 July 2014. During the course of the 
exploration, new routes were also added to Mont Vert de Greuvetta, Aigu-
ille du Chardonnet and Pointe de la Fouly. Topos and descriptions for 
these routes can be found in 2013 and 2014 Alpine Journal Area Notes to 
the Alps and Dolomites.

Simon Richardson on the 
first ascent of Il Pilastro 
Solitario TD+, east face 
of Mont Greuvetta. (Tom 
Prentice)

Tom Prentice on the first ascent of Il Pilastro Solitario (TD+) on the east face of 
Mont Greuvetta. (Simon Richardson)


