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DAUPHINfi REVISITED

(or why climbers write for Journals)
BOB ROBINSON

I wonder why people do write articles for the Journal? Perhaps
some altruists even want to instruct their less fortunate fellow
climbers on the mysteries of the particular region of the mountain
world which they happen to enjoy, or suffer, as the case may be.
There are other much more amusing reasons, I am sure. Some of our
members probably feel it desirable to let the sleepers in the M.A.M.
know what some of the "climbers" are attempting: perhaps the
modest climbers feel they ought to let the "hard men" know that some
of the old men, i.e., in their 30's, are still trying; some of the others
among us think it's a jolly good opportunity to insult the other
members of our party by getting in first. But perhaps vanity is really
behind it all because, once the Editor says, "Dear Sir, unless", most
potential authors feel it somewhat of a challenge that they shall at least
try to write the article they have been asked for.
Turning to the mountains, may I perhaps put straight the record
as it appeared in the Newsletter of Autumn, 1963. Not that I am
getting at yet another Editor, but simply that I fear the London
section was ever so slightly maligned. The party that went to the
Dauphine wasn't really a London Section Meet but it happened to
include mostly members from the south, because what began as a
private party of two or three grew by the usual process of verbal
invitation from friend to friend to total the sixteen, the party being
honoured by the presence of the President and his wife, and the
enchanting company of several well known lady members of the
Association.
Now 1963 was not among the best years in the Alps. In early
July the weather was foul and in some parts of the Alps indifferent
conditions seemed to persist for quite a long time. Even the Stoats
(led by some of the hardish men mentioned above) failed to achieve
all they set out to do.
I had spent two weeks on the Riviera before the 14th July, just
to get into strict training of course, and when I motored over the
Col d'lzoard what should I see stretched out to the north but a
sunlit Dauphine under quite a lot of new snow. It seemed as though
my training, that is for lying in the sun, might stand me in good stead
for yet another two weeks.
However, all the climbers turned up and seemed keen, so despite
a storm on the opening night thunder and lightning and even more
new snow and two corpses in the Chapel at Ailefroide, we decided
we would go up to the Carron Hut and have a look at the ordinary
route of the Ecrins just to see what the conditions were like. Strange
to say, the walk up the glacier wasn't too bad and with a rest at the
Glacier Blanc Hut and a few beers most of us faced up to the next three
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miles to the Carron Hut without much worry. To our surprise even
the Glacier Blanc itself wasn't overburdened with snow, at least on
the track. Even the hut itself was a surprise, because as it was still fairly
early in July, there weren't many French climbers about. Consequently our party which numbered about a dozen, had the hut almost
to itself. It was to be a different story about ten days later, however.
Early next morning we had a gorgeous Alpine day, and falling to
temptation decided we would attempt the ordinary route up the
Ecrins, or at least two parties of three would make the attempt, the
others having decided to do La Roche Faurio because they were still
feeling a bit jaded from the previous day's cooking on the Glacier
Blanc. For the first two hours, the ordinary route up the Ecrins went
quite well, but then as we went higher so the snow got just that much
softer and just that much deeper, and there was enough in one place
to enable us to take a short cut to the Col between the Barre and the
Dome de Neige. We rested here a little while to watch another
gentlemanly party who came up in our steps for 95 per cent of the way
and then rushed past us to be first on to the only bridge over the
bergschrund leading to the final slope above. Obviously they were
keen on being first to the top for the season. However, they found
the conditions above very frightening and after about an hour and
not much progress decided to return. Climbing beneath them was unattractive so we walked gently to the top of the Dome. Their performance persuaded us that the snow was really too bad to make an
attempt on the Barre worthwhile, so we returned to the hut and then
made our way gently back to Ailefroide. Apparently one preceding
ascent had been made that season but the party had spent two nights
on the ridge.
Next day, with a change of plan in mind, we had a pleasant day
walking to the Refuge de Sele. This is a new hut but already the
French Alpine Club are planning to double its size. Anyone who
uses it in August will know why. With Aberdeen a recent memory
(or will typhoid be forgotten in a year's time when this is read) I record
only too clearly a sign outside the hut, which Stuart photographed,
with an arrow on it which pointed to both "Eau" and "W.C.".
One party of six thought they would attempt the west ridge of the
Ailefroide. This was on the Hut Warden's recommendation of a
route he thought would go with the conditions as they were. Certainly
it went; parts of it fell right by us as we climbed up.
Three of us
reached the summit ridge (the other three weren't killed, they were
just hiding), then we pressed on as far as time would allow to the
westerly summit. We didn't attempt to complete the traverse but
returned in good time in company with minor soft snow avalanches,
thinking we would have a good day next day. Incidentally crash hats
are worthwhile even on glaciers because a hanging glacier on the south
of the Ailefroide has some big seracs. One of them collapsed, and
even though it was about half a mile away, we were showered with
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bits of ice. Some of us thought it decidedly unhealthy. In the evening
more members of the party joined us at the hut and we decided to
make up two parties of two to attempt the west ridge of the Pic du
Coup de Sabre whilst another party would traverse the Pointe des
Boeufs Rouges. The West Ridge is a grade IV and recommended as
a rock climb, but when we reached it we found it was mainly snow
and ice. On the north face the first serious traversing pitches had to
be excavated and this was both time-consuming and perishingly
cold. And finally, when it began to snow, we retreated. The other
party had a successful day on the Boeufs Rouges and descended in
good order. The Coup de Sabre was assaulted again next day but
with not much more success, because although the first few pitches
now had only fresh snow, the prospect of having to clear the climb
for five or six hours was not very entertaining. And so at 2 o'clock,
the two martyrs decided to retreat once again. Our companions of
the previous day, the President and Stuart Hutchinson, had opted to
attempt an east face route on the Ailefroide, and Tommy and I had a
quite spectacular view of them ascending a very well known avalanche
track for a while, or so it seemed. They tell us they were actually
climbing out of the avalanche track. Clearly they must have been
they are still with us. Eventually they disappeared upwards into the
mist.
We will return to them later. Tommy and I returned to the hut,
collected our things and followed the other members of the party down
to Ailefroide. Ted and Stuart say they think they reached the east
summit of the Ailefroide, although they couldn't see it because of the
clouds, but as it was rather late they thought they had better take the
shortest route down. So, studying the Guide Book very carefully,
they chose what seemed to them to be the obvious glacier descent.
Some five or six hours later, whilst descending what appeared to be
vertical ice pitches in the dark, they guessed they might perhaps be off
route. With the aid of good judgment they eventually found the
Sele Hut at 1 a.m., though their last hour in the boulder debris around
the hut has, I am told, left the boulders permanently blistered.
Their arrival at the hut was not greeted with much enthusiasm by anybody. Next day they also came down to base at Ailefroide.
We all gathered and discussed the prospect before us in our quite
delightful camp. It's worth noting here that in the whole of the
Ailefroide Valley from the Cezanne downwards, camping is subject
to regulation and this, in the opinion of most of us, is a good thing
when one considers the very large number of campers who want to
stay here. There were certain advantages in camping within distance
of an Admin. Block, which although quite unpretentious, boasted
hot showers. Coupled with this, the site is now visited by travelling
shops which make the whole business of getting supplies really very
simple indeed.
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Being optimistic that another day would help conditions to settle,
we planned to spend a day going to a hut within a reasonable distance
of La Meije. We thought that if we couldn't manage to traverse
La Meije, which most of us hoped to do, then we might at least see
something of a region only one or two of us had looked at before and
at the same time be somewhere where we could traverse back to our
own valley by a pleasant climbing route.
Most of the party set off in cars through Briancon to the Col de
Lauteret where the cars were parked by the more imaginative
amongst us who then followed a level track to the Chalet de 1'Alpe
Hotel in the Romanche Valley. The dimmer ones motored much
further down to the village of Arsine and had 1,300 metres of uphill
grind, the last hour in the dark, spent vainly searching for this
mystical Chalet which according to accounts should have been lit with
strip lighting. Next day we set off to attempt the Pic Gaspard. The
route was one on the south face, the Voie Piaget, and is a route of
mixed character leading directly to the summit. Others of the party
planned a rock route on a lower peak and their choice turned out to
be the best, for as we wandered up the Romanche Valley early in the
morning we fell to chatting about the local routes with two French
"hard men" from Grenoble, fully laden with all the usual accoutrements. We also carried this stuff, of course, but in a rucksack, as we
only use it for going down. The point about our discussions with the
French was that there was really far too much snow to attempt the
route we were considering on the Gaspard, and in any case, according
to them, it was now adjectivally dangerous. So we quickly changed our
plans.
Two parties of two decided to climb the north ridge of the
Aiguille des Chamois, which is good solid granite, whilst the other
party decided to ascend the south ridge of the Pic Nord des Cavales.
These were lower peaks than the Gaspard but promised good climbing
conditions. This was true in both cases; the Aiguille des Chamois is
approached by an interesting piece of route rinding to the base of a
steep snow and ice couloir on the north east side, and then a 500-foot
ascent of this to the Col des Chamois. This was a very convenient
place for lunch and afterwards we managed to climb the ridge,
which is a grade IV and has two pitches which we agreed merit this
grading. The whole climb is very exposed, but the lower of the hard
pitches has a peg in at a critical point. Unfortunately the upper pitch
is a overhanging crack which is too big for pegs. A wooden wedge
or a large nut jammer would be just the thing, but we were without
these so an inserted chock was used successfully. The leader had the
palsy because the second couldn't belay, even using a peg. On the
upper part and on the summit we were swathed in mist, which was
rather disappointing. The way off to the east and south is simple,
and we rejoined our now south-bound traverse to meet the other two
who had been climbing on the Cavales. They, also, had had a delight35
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ful ascent on the south facing granite ridge though they were a
little mortified to find themselves climbing through a fairly large party
of French who were abseiling down. As Ted said, "If the missiles are
as big as a man, at least you can see them coming". The way down the
Romanche Valley was very pleasant indeed and quite ideal for
communing with nature or simply regaining one's composure by
philosophising over the vagaries of Alpine weather.
Three members had stayed behind in Ailefroide and they had spent
this particular day climbing once again to the Carron Hut on the
Glacier Blanc. The French were there in force and instead of our
twelve in the twenty-four places as had been the case the previous
week, on this occasion there were at least sixty people for the beds
available. Someone said it was almost like the charge of the light
brigade, Frenchmen to the right, Frenchmen to the left, Frenchmen
on top, Frenchmen on the bottom, Frenchmen in the porch, Frenchmen in layers. Some of the joys of climbing in the Alps! Perhaps I
should continue with their part of the story. They, of course, had no
sleep, nor as far as I can make out any food except for what they took
and ate cold. But they were at least away from the hut early which
was hardly surprising. They left to traverse the Pic de Neige Cordier,
a very pleasant peak which provides excellent views of the whole of the
easterly end of the Dauphine group, and from the foot of the north
ridge walked down to the Chalet de 1'Alpe where we were based.
On this day those of the party at the chalet had an off day, or this was
the intention.
On this off day, four of the mad things thought they might as well
see if La Grande Ruine really merited its name, so at the usual
ungodly early hour they set off to walk to the high hut on the south
slopes of the mountain. The first part of the walk up the Glacier de
la Plat des Agneaux was very pleasant. There really are thousands of
agneaux and moutons in the valley; they are Provencal sheep on their
summer holidays. The thousand feet or so of track above the glacier
are also reasonable. Above here one feels committed to continue the
climb to the Refuge Adelie Planchard (it didn't seem that far away on
the map). Unfortunately the last hour was over the most atrocious
scree and this was relieved only when we were within sight of the hut
and got on to steep snow which was in good condition. We reached
the Refuge at about 10 o'clock and decided that while we were still
in the rather numb state we would set off to walk over the Grande
Ruine. Actually Ted didn't stop at the Refuge. Walter and I reckoned
he was in a coma, and didn't actually see it, so we hadn't much option
except to put crampons on and belt off after him in case he fell in a
crevasse. Eventually we reached the gentle east ridge, climbed
this over the summit of the Grande Ruine and down the south ridge
from where we had to return to the Glacier and join our ascent route.
But getting off this easy south ridge gave us just the sort of fun (or
irritation, depending on how you view it) which an off day ought to
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have. The bergschrund was bigger than we had thought likely; also
it was covered with a very suspect snow bridge, and it wasn't quite
clear whether this bergschrund went across the slope or slightly
down the slope or did a couple of zig-zags right where we thought
we might have to cross. Ted however, showing the leadership
demanded of the President, or perhaps it was just impatience with the
plebs, insisted upon showing us how the Bergschrund should be
crossed. So he very carefully jumped in. At least he showed the
No. 2 and No. 3 where the slot was. No. 2 only half fell in, whilst
No. 3, with the full dimensions of the slot fully exposed, managed to
jump clean across.
The route down was really quite fun because one has about
500 or 600 feet of excellent glissading down to the Adelie Planchard.
The descent to the Romanche Valley was straightforward as it followed
a much shorter route than the rather grinding ascent from it.
As the whole party were now assembled in the Chalet de 1'Alpe,
that evening we had a celebration (after all, any excuse is worthwhile).
The only off-putting thing about the celebration was that there was a
resident monster a giant goat with horns like a yak, and at least one
of the party was frightened out of his wits whilst looking for a
convenient boulder in the half-light.
We did, however, manage to decide what we were going to do the
next day. It was obvious there was no point in crossing the Col de
Clot des Cavales and going to the Promontoire hut to attempt
La Meije. Also the alternative plan of going to La Berarde and then
southwards to the Pilatte hut to attempt Les Bans was just as likely
to be a fruitless expedition if the snow was in poor condition, though
the second plan would have given a pleasant round tour back to
Ailefroide over the Col de Sele.
Our third choice was simply to traverse over the highest peak
between ourselves and Ailefroide a form of mob enthusiasm or
hysteria, I suppose. Our glamourous brunette was so disturbed, she
opted out and walked to the train. Actually the guide book had made
this route seem very attractive and as at least two of us had been on
this particular peak, the Pic des Agneaux, previously we reckoned we
could find the way off on the South side even if the weather was bad.
We left the chalet well before dawn and reached the foot of the
Glacier Du Casset when the sun was just lifting. Here the party,
nine in all, roped in threes, put on crampons and followed the
classical North face route (number 484) to the westerly summit of the
peak. The snow was in absolutely perfect condition and we were, if
anything, glad to be in shadow for most of the climb.
The last part of the route is alleged to include a Grade IV ice
pitch to reach the summit bridge, but most of us found it very
straightforward. On the ridge, after two or three hundred feet of
scrambling we reached the snow and ice, which like the lower slopes
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was in perfect condition. It could be a problem if very icy or windy.
We cramponned directly up the ridge to the summit and reached there
about 10 a.m. in the hot sunshine and on a windless day with marvellous panoramic views in all directions. We had ample time on the
summit to eat surplus food, make coffee and take dozens of photographs. We traversed to the central peak and then down to the
South face of the mountain and followed the very interesting though
tortuous Voie Normale to the Glacier Blanc hut. This descent is very
well worthwhile because not only does one have a thousand feet of
glissading towards the lower part, but the hut, which is very well
equipped with the kind of liquid refreshment that thirsty climbers
need, is in view for most of the way down.
That evening the party, all sixteen of them, gathered for a mild
celebration and to discuss the last climbing trip. Not everybody was
able to spend the last two days actually climbing, so four of the party
only went to the new Pelvoux hut, the usually pleasant though steep
walk being enlivened by a spectacular storm. All but one reached the
hut without getting too wet, but the last man, Stuart Hutchinson,
who we suspect had stayed behind to double his food supplies, had
a solid half hour's soaking and trouble finding the hut in the dark for
good measure. Incidentally this new hut, which replaces the old
Lemercier refuge, is quite magnificent. The old refuge is still standing
close by and it is difficult to realise that we were once glad to stay in
there when one makes a comparison. The new hut even has running
water; no doubt many readers will remember the hazardous traverse
to the nearby waterfall with a bucket which was necessary when the
old hut was in use.
Next morning, at the foot of the Glacier de Sialouze, we split into
two parties of two, one to traverse the Pelvoux and the other to climb
the South ridge of the Aiguille de Sialouze. We took this decision
in heavy cloud and the two of us who went to the Sialouze travelled
hopefully and optimistically through the mist across the glacier.
The weather cleared by mid-morning.
The Pelvoux party accomplished their traverse via the Rochers
Rouge route, descending by the Coolidge Couloir, and were well off
the mountain by two in the afternoon. The two on the Sialouze had
a more arduous task because the route is graded IV with one pitch
of V. The Grade IV parts of the climb were pleasant and really not all
that difficult, and even the Grade V pitch was technically well within
our scope and it had three pegs in at critical places for security.
Actually the second man had a little trouble on this because he
decided to climb with two rucksacks, one inside the other, and on the
traverse move found he needed a good strong pull to stop overbalancing. This did, however, save some time. The final rock tower
is about three hundred and fifty feet and we were on the summit at
about midday. The usual descent route is to the North and this
involves five very long abseils and three upward pitches of IV. How38
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ever, as we were committed to being back in Ailefroide at 8 o'clock for
a dinner party, we returned by the ascent route only to find that when
we reached the glacier it was once again shrouded in mist. We made
one or two slight navigational errors but soon found the well-trodden
highway taken by the caravans who wend their way up the ordinary
route to the top of the Pelvoux, and with some effort we managed to
reach Ailefroide in time for dinner. This marked the end of a very
pleasant and more than moderately successful climbing holiday.
Before closing, perhaps I can add a few notes about the routes
we did, just supposing there are people who read the Journal for
information on what they might do. I won't, however, bother the
reader with descriptions of the trade routes and among these we can
number the Ailefroide by the West ridge, the Boeufs Rouges, the
Pelvoux and the Grande Ruine, though it is worth remarking that
the Grande Ruine is perhaps suitable even for Mum and Dad on an
off day if they are fit and can jump like kangaroos.
The North ridge of the Aiguille des Chamois (335) merits its Guide
Book description "une belle escalade", and even the approach route is
interesting from the east; also it can be done in any weather and the
descent is simple towards the east. The same applies to the west
ridge of the Pic Nord des Cavales by the west ridge, a route for any
conditions on good rock.
The traverse of the Agneaux must be recommended simply because of the superb situation, a delightful mixed route with only a
little rock scrambling and by far the most interesting way of crossing
the main East/West mountain barrier from the North to get back to
Ailefroide. A traverse of the Pic de Neige Cordier is comparable.
This is much simpler and has the advantage that it can be done in bad
weather, at least two members of the party having done this traverse
on a previous occasion.
Finally the South ridge of the Aiguillo de Sialouze and the West
ridge of the Pic du Coup Sabre are both worth attention. Unfortunately
we were defeated on the latter because of snow and ice, but our
limited experience of it makes it obvious that it is a rock climb of first
class quality. The route on the Sialouze is certainly worth anyone's
attention, and given the time it would be quite possible to traverse
over the Pic Sans Nom as was our original intention at the beginning
of the holiday. Lastly, to my friends, thanks for joining me, or
letting me join you, in Ailefroide; I hope that there will be a next time
when all we planned will be successfully completed.
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