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THE GRANDES JORASSES FROM THE 
COL DES HIRONDELLES 

397 

(D. H. Greenald and G.J. Millwood, with Toni Gobbi, August.6, 1949). 

THE climb can be divided into three sections :-
I. From Courmayeur to the Bivouac Freboudze. 
2. From the Bivouac to the Pointe Walker. 
3. The descent to the Cabane des Gran des J orasses or Planpansier. 
It is usual to get to the bivouac in the late evening before the climb. 

From La Vachey (reached from Courmayeur by foot, bicycle or taxi) 
two hours of moraine scrambling brings one to this small Nissen hut 
nestling snugly into the contours of the N .E. side of the Glacier Fre
boudze. Officially it holds six persons but we were cramped with 

·five. It is not ideally placed for climbing the Arete des Hirondelles. 
It would be far better were there a bivouac on the col so that one could 
complete all the glacier work one day and start fresh ~n the arete the 
next. We understand that the It-alian Alpine Club intend to build one 
there in the near future. 

An hour's stumbling walk up moraine brought us to the point at 
which we were to cross the glacier just as dawn was breaking. Here 
we stopped, put on crampons and roped up. The route goes diagona1ly 
across the glacier to the col. It is steep and badly crevassed (but not 
dangerously so) a monotonous drag relieved only by two interesting 
ice pitches near the top. Wearing crampons continuously for nearly 
four hours we found tiring, but the reason for this may in part have 
been that our boots were old discarded pairs of Gobbi's made to fit by 
the addition of numerous pairs of socks. Our own boots were nailed, 
but Gobbi insisted (rightly in our opinion) that we should wear vibrams 
if at all possible. The use of light-weight crampons would also make 
steep glacier work such as this less arduous. 

At the col a cold breeze was sending fragments of ice tinkling across 
the glacier crust, but as we turned into the lee of the arete and crossed 
the bergschrund it stopped and for the rest of the day we climbed in 
calm air, mostly in shadow but pleasantly warm. The weather in fact 
was perfect. 

After resting and eating we started on the arete proper loose rock 
of English ' difficult ' standard. We climbed alternately one and two . 
at a time, i.e. numbers one and three moving together and then number 
two by himself. The second on the rope is thus in the safest po~ition, 
but has the tricky task of taking in three's rope and watching the leader's 
run out at the same time. Belaying was of the ' direct ' variety and as 

• 



EXPEDITIONS · 

often as not, a shoulder had to suffice. Two Italian amateurs who 
were following us on the climb rarely used a belay of any sort. 

This kind of climbing lasted about three hours and then came three 
pitches of delightfully firm rock (English ' V .D.' standard), the hardest 
of these (an exposed steep slab) was the last, and it terminated in a 
little pinnacle at one end of the famous notch. Here the ridge be
comes discontinuous except for a thin knife edge of friable rock and 
snow, perhaps 6o ft. in length. Crossing this was dangerous but not 
difficult. In front of us the ' arete ' was no more and a gigantic buttress 
reared up in its place. It overhung all round and above the overhangs 
towered a great slabby wall. The only line of weakness was a vicious 
6oft. crack to the left : the' Fissure Rey,' the crux of the climb. 

The first 30ft. are vertical but have holds, but above that it has to be 
climbed using pitons and the double rope. The leader arrives at a 
point at which he can go no further unaided. He drives in a piton 
above his head and slips one of his ropes through the Karabiner on it. 
Number two can now give him a tight rope until ht: is waist high with 
the piton. Here, still held from below, the leader fixes another piton 
above his head and the process is repeated, two now pulling on his rope. 
rrhe writers' impressions of this pitch are somewhat blurred, but we 
think there were 3 fixed pitons, whilst Gobbi used 3 or 4 additional 
ones. The crack ends in a small ledge where there is also a fixed piton 
-this is the ledge from which H. 0. Jones ~nd G. Winthrop Young 
with Joseph Knubel and Laurent Croux abseiled when making the 
first descent of the arete. The pitch is very strenuous and would be 
suicidal without mechanical aids. · 

The route now followed a small gully to the left for about soft. and 
then traversed right to a comfortable ledge. The original way goes 
left here, but we followed a variant of Gobbi's about 300 ft. long which 
he first climbed in 1943. It was graded IV and was very exposed. 

· Up a steep slab ran a 7o-ft. crack climbed by a layback. The start 
was awkward and a piton had to be used ; another was also necessary 
at the top where the crack ended in a protruding nose. Above this 
was a good stance and we now traversed right to a wall of huge over
hanging blocks. These were surmounted with difficulty and two more 
pitons were required. We were now back on the arete proper and the 
summit of the Gran des J orasses was in sight. 

The rock was inclined to be loose again, but we were able to move at 
top speed one and two at a time. There remained one more awkward 
pitch. Approximately half-way between the top of Gobbi's variant 
and the summit we came to a fixed piton which made a semi-hanging 
belay on the right-hand edge. The route went beyond this piton up 
to the crest of the arete and across a smoothish slab on the left side. 
Half-way across Gobbi stopped and calmly enlarged a foothold with 
his piton hammer. Still in a precarious position, he now went through 
the delicate operations of selecting a piton, finding a crack for it, fixing 
it, clipping his rope on, and calling for a tug from his second before 
making the move. It was balance work at the height of perfection. 
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Nothing has been said about snow or ice on the climb. There was 
little of either and what there was presented no difficulty. 

Times :-

3 A.M. Left Bivouac Freboudze. 
7.30 A.M. Col des Hirondelles. 
8.I5 A.M. Started on the Arete. 
I .30 P.M. Top of Rey Fissure. 
6 P.M. Pointe Walker. 
I I .30 P.,M. Cabane des Grandes Jorasses. 
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