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A RETREAT TO THE GRAIANS 

BY C. W. F. NOYCE 

HE Alps, it has been said, are overworked. Too many feet press 
up and down them these days, and Nature is no longer the chief 
culprit gui.lty of hurling stones down their sides in a dry summer. 

Yet if the Englishman would find a land still sparsely populated by his 
fellows, let him cross the Little St. Bernard once more, by car and with 
tents if he can so arrange it. Let him be told, as we were, that the Val 
Grisanche, the first of four branch valleys from the Val d'Aosta, has a 
good road for cars. Let him grind the nine shattering miles up a stony 
track, bending and bumping and boiling, until suddenly he arrives in 
the little piazza before the church of Val Grisanche. Then a fair world 
both of mountain solitude and companionship lies still before him. 

Our party, David Cox, Peter H arding and myself, arrived at Val 
Grisanche after a hot two days chase across France. There we were 
faced with the first problem of pioneers. We had no proper maps. 
Coolidge's Guide to the Mountains of Cogne did not reach so far over. It 
was sheer good luck that found us an elderly Italian of great charm, 
an engineer from Genoa, seated at the inn. After a talk he allowed, 
and finally insisted, that we must keep his Italian map during our whole 
stay. Next day, therefore, we advanced to the new Morion hut under 
the Te~ta di Rutor, an ill defined rocky mountain of something over 
I I ,ooo ft. that bounds the valley towards the Little St. Bernard ; and 
arriving there at two, decided to go on and' reconnoitre.' As happens 
so often with reconnaissances, we found ourselves finally by a direct 
rock scramble on the summit, at 5.30 and with fleeting visions of the 
Monte Bianco playing hide and seek in the cloud. 

But the day was memorable for its evening too. · The hut guardian 
had been a guide, the only guide we met through ~ fortnight. He and 
an Italian honeymoon party kept the night merry with song over wine, 
and compelled us the English to join the festivities with what few 
English songs we knew. It was a friendliness and hospitality that 
surprised me then, but would have seemed a commonplace a few. weeks 
later, for Italians are a hospitable and kindly race. We went to bed 
filled with Entente Cordiale, beseeching our guardian to point out to us 
next morning the north ridge of the Bee d'Invernan and Grande 
Rousse on the other side of the valley. For it was a charm of these 
Alps that .we had to work all through on local information, and this 
perhaps was the most accurate that we had. We descended therefore 
to Val Grisanche, and in the afternoon advanced up the valley with 
bivouac equipment, an hour and a half to a torrent above Fornet. The 

.Pioneers, of course, would have mocked us. Why load yourself with 
the wherewithal to sleep uncomfortably on hard ground, when you 
might have a bed, a go·od dinner and only an extra hour's walk among 
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the hours that don't matter? But it would be a long day and we had 
decided, not knowing the paths, that we dared not start before the first 
glimmer through the woods. Besides, all of us I think had an unspoken 
preference for sleeping under the stars. Certainly the next twenty-four 
hours were among the pleasantest that life has held for me. The 
torrent roared past us but our bed by an overhanging boulder was warm 
and dry. The stars and the peaks down the valley shone calm and 
friendly to our rest. We slept soundly. 

rfhe N. ridge of the Bee d'Invernan, some I I ,8oo £t. high, means a 
long pull up from the sooo ft. valley. We left at 5 .o through woods, 
then over the dreary remains of what was once a glacier. But when 
you are at last on the ridge it is sun and light and joy ; and on this 
August day of 1949 it was warmth too. We arrived after not very 
difficult rock climbing on the. summit at I0.3o, and lay a blissful hour 
in the heat while all around the peaks, from the Sassiere over Mont 
Blanc to Monte Rosa, seemed to sleep too. It was as if time had 
stopped in a hot, hazy slurnber which enveloped us as well as then1. It 
took us an uneasy jerk to get under way again. 

The crossing from the Bee to the Grande Rousse, the second summit 
of the massif and a few feet lower, needed an hour and a quarter and 
contained interesting snow work snow with ice not far below. After 

: this the ridge winds on over a series of gendarmes, each imposing and 
each, like · the Scottish ridges, beckoning you round the corner to an 
easy way. And always the sense of unreality as the mountains slept 
round us ; an · unreality accentuated by the complete absence of other 
humans on this high alpine ridge. We turned off at last, and wound 
slowly back to the valley ; we carried the bivouac down again to Val 
Grisanche, where we had left the car, and pitched our tents at dusk, after 
fourteen glorious hours, under trees by the stream. · 

The visitor to Cogne, which boasts a tourist agency, would expect 
something more after the Swiss pattern of mountain sophistication. 
The peaks are known to us through various writers, the attractions of 
the district through posters that plaster the Little St. Bernard. But in 
fact we found ourselves still explorers, the first objective of our explora
tion being a safe camp site. The tourist agent beamed his blandly 
courteous Italian at us, but he knew of only two huts, the Vittorio Sella 
and the Vittorio Emma·nuele ; neither the location nor distance of the 
' bivouacs 'or peaks seemed to swim within his province. And he had 
no maps or guide books. Our only valuable information during ten 
days at Cogne came from the head gamekeeper, met by chance on a 
path, and his assistant in whose chalet we slept under the Herbetet. 
For the Gran Paradiso is now a National Park and herein, for us, lay 
another of its charms. A thousand feet up from the' turismo ' which 
was not excessive of Cogne, on the way to the Vittorio Sella, we vvere 
in the land of steinbeck and chamois and marmots, pursued only by 
the printings of a devotee of Mussolini who had plastered his' DUCEs' 
on every pendant slab that overlooked the route. At the hut we met 
th_e only party we ever met on the hills : a knowledgeable looking trio 
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which gave us information about the S. ridge of the Grivola. This 
turned out to be wrong in every detail. 

The Grivola in a dry summer is a rock mountain ; in. this summer of 
1949 a dust mountain too. The Punta Nera (12,113 ft.), over which 
you must first go, delayed us because we tried its steep eastern rocks . 
We were already hot and dusty when we reached its summit at 8.15, 
four hours after our departure. Here by great ill fortune Peter's 
heel, which had troubled him before, gave out and he decided he must 
return. David and I toiled on to the very un-white Punta Bianca 
(12,471 .ft.), then sat and contemplated the Grivola. David was. not yet 
c.ompletely fit, and the top looked still far, far away. But we reasoned 
that the Grivola being 13,022 ft., the vertical distance from the col 
between us could not be more than 700ft. less than a Lliwedd buttress. 
At least we could go and see. And the rocks, though they had looked 
(and sounded from Coolidge) formidable indeed, yielded with sur
prising suddenness. We did not take the left hand chimney, do\vn 
which at that time our trio was starting on a fixed rope. The more 
direct funnel to the S. ridge gave pleasant balance climbing on broad 
slab and landed us comfortably on the summit at just ten minutes past 
one. 

It is · a comely summit, bounded by sweeping rock ridges, but we 
co~ld not stay too long. We peeped down the steep N. ridge, which 
should have been pure ice but this year could have been climbed on 
rubble. On the way down we overtook the trio, who said our path 
would be 'obvious.' We started down the other side of the col for 
V al Savaranche, the third of the fingers which the V al d 'Aosta points 
southward into the Gran Paradiso massif. Down we went and were 
met by precipice Number One, which was easy to avoid. Precipices 
Two and Three took a little longer, but Precipice Four was a sheer 
brute. It hangs 2000 ft. over the hamlet of Degioz, which you can see 
clearly below your feet. The path we were following ended abruptly 
and we tried to continue the line. But no, we had been deceived ; 

• 

there was nothing for it but to climb back endless leagues up darkening 
jungle till a devious way took us far round to the long-desired inn. 

It rained in the night and the walk back down Val Savaranche was 
most delicious. Gradually the mountains give way to the tropical 
colourings of the Val d'Aosta. The bus which should have -taken us 
up to Cogne broke down and we finally chose to walk again, after a 
friendly two hour~ of talk with our unlucky fellow travellers. Next 
day we headed for the Paradiso group itself, up the valley from Cogne. · 
It seemed extraordinary, but still very pleasant, that there was no 
regular hut for these climbs from this valley. At last, in breaking 
weather, we came at nightfall to the little chalet of Herbetet, now 
occupied by the gamekeeper. It is tiny for four, but very cosy, and we 
had the benefit of local lore and of his kindly offer that one of us should 
share his hay-box. This chalet is not well placed for the Paradiso 
itself, which would have been a very long day this year, but it is directly 
under the rocky Mont Herbetet (12,396 ft.). In an enveloping mist 
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David and I set out at 8.15 next morning to ' look at ' the route to the 
Herbetet, for Peter's foot had again played foul. The mist remained 
all day, giving a. Welsh air to the whole rocky mountainside. We went 
on over a little glacier, up a rock ridge, and found ourselves, at I.Io 
again, on the misty top of the Herbetet. Returning at 4·45 we were 
greeted enthusiastically by the gamekeeper, -vvho declared that he had 
meant to come up and show us the bouquetin, but had decided against 
the mist. 

The Paradiso (13,324 ft.) is almost a range itself, so extensively does 
it radiate its satellite ridges. The gentlest of these is· to the west, 
towards the Victor Emmanuel hut and Val Savaranche. Then there 
is the jagged N. ridge towards the Herbetet and Grivola, and an eastern 
arm, visible from Cogne, pointing to the Roccia Viva and the Grand 
St. Pierre. On to this ridge you can climb at any point, for it has many 
knobs. The difficulty is to find the right lodging for the night. The 
Herbetet chafet is too far, the Marinotti bivouac, of -vvhich we heard by 
chance, is too low down on the left. We heard, also by chance, of the 
Carlo Pol bivouac, set at over Io,ooo ft. on a spur jutting from the 
' Glacier of Tribulation.' For this the two of us started, saying 
goodbye sadly to Peter, whose leg bade him return to England. The 
route gave us another pleasure of unexplored country : the paths are 
not trodden hard and labelled. Guided by the gamekeeper's words we 
crossed a showering torrent, traversed a cliff and back again over a 
crinkly bit of glacier to the shelter. The weather was still doubtful and 
a light rain fell. This shelter was a present to the mountains and is a 
beautiful little structure, just big enough for two with comfort. Indeed, 
it is too nice to leave ; when we looked out at misty four o'clock we 
decided to ' give the weather time to ~lear.' The weather seldom takes 
advantage of such generosity. At 6.30, still in mist, I suggested we 
might go out and ' prospect,' for we could only be 3000 odd ft. below 
the summit. We set off therefore, not hopefully. We had perhaps 
never realised what a big mountain the Paradiso is, and hit the ridge 
without knowing it sooner than we had meant. A fine rock crest, not too 
difficult but interesting, led up through the shifting cloud, to give out 
after an hour on snow. The summit ! Suddenly into our rejoicing 
there loomed an enormous shape far beyond, across another col again. 
It was the Gran Paradiso, and we had traversed the Cresta Gastaldi 
from the Colle Chamonin to the Colle Arpe. However, we must 
clearly go on, up rocks now lightly covered with snow. No mountain 

· has ever been for me so large, or possessed so many tops. We arrived 
at 10.35 A.M., completing our record of late arrivals, and started down 
almost at once, for snow was falling . It seemed best to re cross the 
Cresta Gastaldi, as our boot marks showed up plainly on the snow 
patches, and the snow soon turned to rain. At I .10 we reached the hut 
and welcome food. But it was after this that the fun of the day really 
began. The descent of the glacier and rock glacis in pouring rain was 
easy enough, though dirty. But the torrent which we had crossed was 
now impossible to all but Karakoram experts, and the only course 
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seemed to be to keep down the debris of its flank, in the hope of hitting 
a bridge lower down mentioned by the gamekeeper. The moraine 
part was plain, but below that the valley put forth a strange ·and most 
flourishing tree, forests of vvhich fought desperately and wetly with us 
before we reached our bridge two poles set over the flood. We never 
discovered whether a path did in fact connect with this bridge, but we 
could see none. A short struggle more on the other side, and we were 
on the Herbetet track, with only t-vvo hours before the pleasure palaces 
of Cogne and our camping site below it. 

On the last morning, before leaving for the Italian cities, I climbed 
a. height by the side of the Pointe Pousset and looked into the bright sun · 
towards the ways we had trodden. It is strange that this district, so 
n1.any of whose ridges were first climbed by Englishmen, does not now 
attract more mountaineers. V al Grisanche and Val Savaranche are 
almost unspoilt, although the proposed reservoir for electric power will 
to our eyes destroy the former. (Italians refused to agree with me 
about this.) And Cogne is still a pretty village, with its two or three 
hotels catering for those Italians who like a glimpse of snow behind 
their meadow walks . On the peaks themselves we met only one party, 
and yet the good routes are in-finite. But it would be best, perhaps, to 
keep this sanctuary not_only for the bouquetin and marmots and eagles, 
b~t for mountaineers vvho seek rest a\vhile from painted paths and 
cairns (for an Italian cairn seldom indicates a path). It is good to 
know that we can find here not huts, certainly, but friendliness, not 
maps but adventure. · 
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