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DENT DU REQUIN. 

CLIVE BRAMFITT

It must be said at the outset that the fault was entirely 
B's. It was B who persisted in his desire " to sit on one of 
those points"; it was B who, clad in the majesty of blue silk 
pyjamas, stabbed the map emphatically and uttered the pregnant 
words, " Let's do the Requin," adding that of course he had no 
intention of leading the thing. He was the instigator, the 
" Elan Vital," and as such must bear responsibility for what 
followed. " And," he cried, bringing pressure to bear with a 
flash of his spectacles, " we'll do it guideless! "

In order to appreciate what followed, it is necessary to 
appreciate B as he was then. Those pyjamas . . . those spec 
tacles . . . that " Elan Vital"... irresistible!

The Leader of the Meet was summoned to the bedside. 
" So you want to do something tough," said D in his fatherly 
manner. We nodded modestly. " Apparently," he went on in 
his comfortable voice, " there are two shorts abseils on the way 
'up and two sixty-footers in succession on the way down." B 
brushed these points carelessly aside. Were we not rock- 
climbers ? Had we not miles of untouched nylon ? " As hard 
as the Grepon," urged D, the realist. He pressed a diagram 
upon us. The Requin, like many other mountains, never looks 
so innocent as when resolved into colours and contours. B 
had certainly chosen his " Point" well. Viewed from the 
Shoulder, we wondered how it was held up. " Easy to the 
Shoulder," translated D. " There you are," said B, driving the 
point home. " The great thing is to get to the Shoulder."

One might suggest that the time has come to be firm 
with Seconds before they becon\e a menace to the climbing 
community. There was a time when they were content to 
walk humbly with their Leader. Nowadays this is not so. 
Almost before they are weaned they develop a nasty habit of 
" pushing the Leader up things " usually Severes. For no 
other motive, mark you, than to cut nicks in their hats, they 
slap him on the back at breakfast time with a breezy " Follow 
you up the Bastion, old man! " It is magnificent, but it is 
not kind. However . . .

In the morning B (now under full sail) recruited his force. 
G confessed he was becoming a little bored with glacier-slogging 
and wanted to do a pukka Swiss rock-climb anyway. E, after
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much cogitation in the manner of women, agreed to join us 
provided we used rubbers a weakness of E's and we conceded 
the point.

Thus it was that four of us came to the Requin hut at the 
head of the Mer de Glace, on a glorious Sunday evening in 
July. Cursed with some ultra-modern piton routes, the east 
face of the Requin soars straight up from the hut to 11,200 
feet, of red rock and very steep. The view is so foreshortened 
that the summit cannot be seen. The ordinary route our 
route winds cunningly up the Plan Glacier round the south face 
of the Requin and takes it unawares in the rear.

We left the hut at four o'clock in a perfect dawn. It was 
to be a day of novelties. The climbing of some quite difficult 
rocks above the hut was made more entertaining than usual 
by the use of crampons and the vision of one's leader tearing 
her trousers apart shred by shred. This over, we became rather 
involved with a convoy going to the Aiguille Du Plan, whose 
idea, it seemed, was to overwhelm the peak by sheer weight of 
numbers. For some two hours mind and body were given up 
to the carefully-measured rhythm of glacier-slogging, so tiring 
yet so fascinating. We left the convoy where a little couloir 
comes down from the Requin. It treated us to a small 
bergschrund, steepened, and the show was on. It was here that 
we got down to the bare essentials. Axes and crampons were 
left in the couloir.

As the book said, the first part of the Requin is little better 
than a steep rubbish heap sprinkled with snow. We wandered a 
little, but in an hour all four of us had reached the Shoulder. 
We stood looking down and looking up. We stood in silence, 
appalled. You see what I mean about these Seconds; they know 
not what they do. We nibbled feebly at the stringy meat that 
is expected to sustain the fraternity around Chamonix, but the 
heart wasn't in it. On such occasions there is only one thing 
to do: start climbing.

The " impending doom " B's point is a fine red tower 
some 150 200 feet high, perched on the edge of the east 
face where it goes straight down for 3,000 feet to the Requin 
hut. The route drops from the shoulder, which is very narrow 
at this point, goes down the face for ISO feet, traverses it, and 
goes giddily up the side of the tower in a spiral. We were 
climbing in two pairs on 100 feet of three-quarter line each. B 
carried the 120 feet of heavy Nylon for the abseils, a few 
indecipherable notes, and a couple of home-made pitons.
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The " dramatics" started immediately. A short bastard 
hand-traverse led to a well-iced nook below the " descent" 
chimney. Not wishing to linger, we tied a spare rope on to a 
chockstone and swarmed down it for 15 feet into a groove; 
dropped down easily until brought up by another " impasse " 
involving another monkey-trick; and after a short traverse 
reached the foot of the tower proper. There was a pause here 
to bare the head to Mummery who first led it, wonder if we 
should have the energy to climb Very Difficult rocks at 
11,000 feet, and thank God for a pair of rubbers. The latter 
made the middle one of the three vertical cracks much easier, 
and with care not to miss the thread belay some 20 feet up, the 
traverse out to the right by a ledge an inch wide (deliaat) 
became almost enjoyable. By now we were warming to the 
work; B, we noted, was looking positively tigerish. A glance 
at the notes told us that we were about to " 'engager en 
battaille " with a steer> crack and trough beyond. We did so; 
never, we felt were "Mats" so "'Justes." We emerged on to 
a platform big enough for us to appreciate the drop below, and 
dived into an old-fashioned chimney deep and smooth, using 
the back and knees as the " old 'uns " did. Breathing heavily, 
we crawled on to a ledge (expose) followed by an even more 
exposed groove with holds reminiscent of Lliwedd; a nasty bit 
this, but there was a huge ledge just above it.

New to the Aiguille as we were, it was dawning upon us 
that this was the best thing we had ever done or ever would 
do. Never before had we rock-climbed within spitting distance 
of a glacier 3,000 ft. below. That terrific wedge over there was 
the Grepon; and this was as hard as the Grepon! The route 
splayed out a little here. There was a fairly obvious groove 
full of verglas, where we stepped warily. The finishing holds 
were loose, however, so we came down to the platform again. We 
crept instead round a corner on the right; stepped neatly up a 
slab of verglas and entered a needle's eye with as much dignity 
as possible; wallowed briefly in a trough of snow; climbed a 
thin rib and the deed was almost done. At this point the 
Book hints darkly at going round the short side of the tower 
and doing a wall climb there on to the summit, describing this 
course as " tres aerienne." We thought it an understatement, 
and preferred to stand on the tip of a slightly-rocking flake and 
make a Very Difficult slab move on to the summit.

The four of us could sit comfortably on the top. It was a 
pity we could not linger longer than we did, but we had a 
pressing engagement with a certain chimney and it weighed

1



14. 0101

heavily upon us. Enough to say that it was an experience 
one spends a year looking forward to, and another year wonder 
ing if it ever happened. It is so easy to remember the facts, 
but never the sensations; the great dome of Mont Blanc, the 
sweep of glacier and the legion of spires around us; " such 
stuff as dreams are made on."

There are two ways of descending the Requin; the way 
one comes up, or down the short side of the tower. The latter 
is hopelessly vertical, but it has the virtue of being split from 
top to bottom by a V-shaped chimney, down which one abseils 
in two jumps of 60 and 70 feet. At the top of it is a steel ring 
threaded through some ancient rope, the whole being glued 
together with verglas. It doesn't look healthy, but one cannot 
stay to argue the point.

Apart from the physical effects of altitude, it is a fact that 
our better natures become obscured. We lack chivalry; we 
become callous to the sufferings of others. Now, in the security 
of time and space from the Requin, we can see that to sling B 
(who had never done an abseil in his life before) on to the end 
of a 120-ft. doubled rope and hustle him over a precipice could 
hardly be considered ethical. Mind you, we had nothing against 
B personally. It just seemed a reasonable thing to do at the 
time. To B, as he peered into the gloom, it must have seemed 
a far cry to the blue silk pyjamas. The spectacles were still 
there, but the " Elan Vital" had somehow disappeared. The 
wheel had indeed come full circle.

Time passed. It was like the old days of trench warfare. 
You ordered a man over the top and listened for the shots. If 
there weren't any, then you followed him. Eventually faint 
cries suggested that B had found something; louder cries 
confirmed that B was belayed to a jammed stone 50 feet down. 
G needed no second invitation. Two gone, and the silence closed 
in again. It was a perfect day miles away we could see the 
convoy trickling back down the glacier black dots against the 
dazzling white. It looked hot down there. G, meanwhile, seemed 
to be doing a lot of talking; he sounded harassed. There was 
nothing to abseil from at the stone, but 10 feet below it they 
had found a piton. B and G were suspended thereon, so that 
E could go down to the stone.

Whether the influence of the feminine mind complicated 
the problem, I shall never know; but the debate arose in cres 
cendo. Voices floated up. One was informative: " B won't go 
down." Another agressive: " B will go down." You see the snag.
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]. P. G. Parish
THE LAST FEW FEET OF THE REQUIN

The Refuge du Requin can be seen about an inch above the climber's head 
and slightly to the left.
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The doubled rope had to remain in position in order to get E 
and myself down to the piton. There was no stance to speak 
of at the piton, so that it was becoming painfully clear that 
B and G were doomed to go down the remaining 70 feet on 
a single three-quarter line unfortunately they only had one 
of them; E and I had the other. To ensuie the preservation of 
B, it had become necessary to sever relations between E and 
myself. .

I suppose that I should have made the most of it; it is not 
often that one has the privilege of being left alone on'''a peak 
amidst such a fantasy of form and colour. Poets have raved 
about the joys of solitude. " Sessions," Shakespeare says, " of 
sweet silent thought." Now to commune with one's soul at 
sea-level is one thing, and to listen to the silence on the top of 
the Requin without a rope on is another. I did not brood over 
the insignificance of man. Rather did I wonder what the heck 
my second was doing and how much longer " Come on ! " called 
a faint voice.

From that day to this I have never doubted the efficiency 
of my adrenals. I had no idea the herd instinct was so strong 
in me. At the stone there was no sign of life. " Down here," 
said a voice; and 10 feet further down the piton around which 
life was revolving came into view. The other two had evidently 
made happy landings. B's careless laughter came up to us from 
the Shoulder. I learnt afterwards that justice had at least been 
poetic. B had had to abandon his life-line in preference to being 
garrotted by it. G, not liking the look of the piton, had gone 
down at great speed; he told me afterwards that it was a toss-up 
as to whether he was sawn in half or burst into flames.

The said piton was a massive affair apparently growing out 
of the smooth slab of the chimney wall. How it was put in 
is a mystery to us. There was no room to swing a hammer, 
and a complete absence of crack to hammer it into. One sus 
pects it did not go very deep. The end of it was curled over 
and suggestively draped with torn rope including a Karabiner 
sling belonging to E who was looking after herself. The only 
visible parts of E were an arm and a torn trouser-leg. One 
cannot appear feminine under such conditions; I have seen E 
to greater advantage.

We reverted to orthodoxy. The life-line was connected; the 
doubled rope came down without fuss and allowed itself to be 
hung on to the piton. E pushed off and out of sight down the 
chimney. The rope stretched and the piton bent its head in
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sympathy. I averted the eyes, but not for long. Strangled 
cries were heard. I knew my drill; it was now mere routine to 
cast the offending life-line clear down the chimney. There are 
some who have martyrdom thrust upon them . . .

It was a good abseil, that 70-footer. The nearer I got to 
the bottom, the more I enjoyed it. Of course, the rope wasn't 
long enough and both E and I had to climb off the end; but 
the chimney was relenting and there was no further complic- 
tion. The reversed hand-traverse to the Shoulder, where we 
came in, now seemed to be mere child's-play. It remained for 
us to gloat a while, pick up the tools, and be gone.

It is on such moments of spiritual uplift that the scene 
should close and the curtain fall. We feel that we should be 
left with the " vision splendid "; Man the conqueror, with his 
axe in one hand and his coil in the other, his gaze turned to 
the mountain background " silent upon a peak in Darien." 
Unfortunately, true climbing stories never end in this way.

One can imagine the Old Man of the Mountain regarding 
these conquerors with the expectant eye of experience as, in 
the heat of the noonday sun, they move off languidly down the 
rubbish-heap fraught with loose stones, wet snow, and increas 
ing irritation. He would see them goggled, cramponed, roped 
and sweating, staggering knee-deep down the couloir on to an 
even hotter glacier. He would observe gleefully the increasing 
number of accidental glissades, the rising choler; and marvel 
at the restraint of the Stoic supporting a sagging body instead 
of dropping it mercifully down a crevasse. He would shake his 
head in silent wonder at the degeneracy of mind displayed by 
certain suicidal members who need to be convinced that un 
necessarily to enter a crevassed zone at two o'clock on a blister 
ing afternoon would be a Bad Thing. He would pursue them, 
dusty and disintegrating, down the moraine to the very end.

The guides round Chamonix know how to deal with these 
amateurs. " Two hours late on the summit," they said. " Zero 
marks."

UP THE POLE WITH THE POETS - 1 WALTER SAVAGE LANDOR 

Dying Speech of an Old Mountaineer

I strove to climb, but now I quickly tire; 
My wind is gone, and next will go my heart: 
I've put my climbing-boots upon the fire; 
It stinks, and I am ready to depart.
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