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Grands Charmoz In winter
Rob ColIister

It was pelting with rain when we arrived late one night at the end of December.
Chamonix, next morning, looked more like Fort William in July than one of
Europe's fashionable ski-resorts. Gloomily, we splashed through the puddles
in double boots, regretting the waterproofs we had left at home. We had only
a week and it seemed that the most we could hope for was some piste skiing.
Then, magically, the clouds cleared revealing the hard blue skies and dazzling
white mountains of the postcards. We gave the snow two days' grace and set
off along the smothered railway line for Montenvers, grateful for an existing
trail of knee-deep craters.

We were making for the N face of the Grands Charmoz. The Mont Blanc
routes had seemed too long and too high to attempt in deep snow without
acclimatisation. The Argentiere basin had already received a lot of attention,
and the combination of a downhill approach and a hut to stay in seemed
almost like cheating. The Jorasses would have been too ambitious for us. So
that left, to all intents and purposes, the Aiguilles, and in the Aiguilles I had
an ambition to fulfil. Exactly 2 years before I had sat on the moraine beneath
the Dru, gazing across the Mer de Glace at a face I had somehow never noticed
before. Pondering its formidable yet elegant appearance-a central ice-field
enclosed by rock walls above and below, and flanked by steep pinnacled
ridges tapering to a spire-the Charmoz had tempted me even then as a winter
climb. Being mixed it would certainly be harder than in summer, without
requiring quite the same degree of masochism as a pure rock climb. And, more
important, the stones for which the face is notorious would be stilled. The
other 3-Geoff Cohen, Henry Day and Alec Stalker-had needed little persuad
ing that this was a suitable objective for our lightning visit to the Alps.

At Montenvers the tracks ended and we were on our own. A bitter wind
was picking up the snow and playing with it. The sky, starlit and frosty when
we left the valley, was filling with ominous black clouds. A solitary ptarmiga!1
swept away down the wind. Descending steep snow we joined the line of the
summer path, often indistinguishable from the white hillside, and followed it
as far as the ladders-or where the ladders ought to have been. Continuing to
traverse, steeply at times, rock or frozen turf not far below the surface, we
came to an easy gully which led down the moraine wall to the glacier. We
followed the glacier edge for half a mile till, beneath the dramatic finger of
the Republique, we could climb without difficulty towards the little Thendia
glacier. We had debated the pros and cons of snow-shoes long and anxiously
before deciding against them. We were relieved, therefore, to find the snow
rarely more than calf deep and, in sizeable patches, covered by a hird wind
crust. The weather was not so promising, though. Angry clouds were spilling
down the Verte and the wind was gusting viciously. As we emerged from the
shelter of some rocks on to the open slopes beneath the face, we were greeted
by a stinging blast of drift that stopped us in our tracks. A bivouac in the snow
was going to be uncomfortable. Necessity is the mother of invention, however,
and casting around for alternatives, my eye was caught by the glacier snout not
far ·above. Beneath its left-hand end was a large cavity. What better place for a
bivouac, provided the glacier did not choose to lurch forward. Geoff and I
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climbed up to it and set to work filling in holes between fallen blocks, chopping
away ice and shovelling snow-thankful, not for the last time, that we had
brought a shovel. By the time the snow-encrusted forms of Alec and Henry
appeared out of the mobile murk, a palatial platform, large enough for four
and completely sheltered, was waiting to be occupied. We settled down for the
night snugly but with little hope for the climb.

When I next looked at my watch, I could hardly believe it. It was 6 o'clock.
I had slept for 12 hours. Geoff heaved himself upright to look out of the cave.
'Look', he exclaimed, 'stars!' Startled out of sleep we sat up and hastily began
brewing. An old Gaz cylinder did not make for speed, however, and it was
8 o'clock before we were moving and another hour before we roped up at the
foot of a steep snow-filled corner.

In the N were some little fishy clouds, but they swam away and nothing big
ger came to chase them. Across the glacier the Dru, snow-free and sunlit, looked
inviting. Not so the rock above us; Grade IV in summer, it was considerably
more difficult now. There was surprisingly little ice in the cracks but uncon
solidated snow everywhere. It was a matter of rock-climbing in crampons, and
trusting untrustworthy snow. After a few feet I realised that I would have to
leave my sack behind. Although we were carrying 3 days' food, my only
additions to summer bivouac gear were a lightweight sleeping bag, a karrimat
and the shovel, so perhaps the problem was lack of fitness more than the
weight of the sack. At all events, even without it the pitch seemed hard and I
took a long time. The one above, which Geoff led, felt even harder.

While Henry and Alec jumared up, we emerged on to snow, turning a rock
buttress on the left before making a long traversing movement right, crampons
grating on rock from time to time, probing for a weakness in the walls above.
Finally, a short chimney, where again I had to sack-haul, and a ramp leading
yet further right, gave access to a small snow-field between rock-bands. With
alarm we realised it was already 4 o'clock, only an hour till dark. Moving to
gether up soft but stable snow, we set off diagonally leftwards, at last gaining
height. Henry and Alec arrived at the chimney some time later. Deciding that
they were climbing too slowly, they retreated. We did not see them again, but
they reached the cave that night and descended to Chamonix without incident
the following day.

Meanwhile, Geoff and I reached the upper rim of the snow-field. Geoff
belayed to a Deadman-another piece of equipment we were glad to have
brought-while I tip-toed up some slabs which were covered with powder but
without a trace of ice or snow-ice for crampons to bite on. The Verte was
glowing a lurid pink. The light of La Flegere telepherique station, miles away
across the valley, was already a brilliant green. Dark was near at hand and we
were without a bivouac site. Hurriedly Geoff led through, making for a spike
of rock protruding from the snow. At least it would be a belay. As night fell
Geoff draped ropes and gear from the spike while I shovelled snow from un
promising bits of rock. Luckily, one of them turned out to be neither a slab
nor embedded in ice. A few minutes' vigorous digging and we had a ledge which
was not only flat but spacious enough to lie down on. Unfortunately its ad
vantages were offset by the spindrift that poured down the face every few
minutes, threatening us with speedy burial if we tried to ignore it.

We were slow getting away next morning. After a bivouac, not only is the
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body reluctant but the mind is sluggish, inhibited by the sheer number of
different tasks to be performed-not to mention the nightmare of dropping a
boot or a crampon. I wasted an hour on a false line, so once again it was
9 o'clock before we were properly under way, climbing ice in a shallow gully
that split the rock. The top was overhanging but a hidden chimney avoided
the issue and emerging, we found ourselves on the central ice-field at last. So
far we had underestimated both the length and the difficulty of the route.
We wondered, with some trepidation, how we would find the steep couloir at
the top, which we had always expected to be hard.

In the meantime, the ice-field lived up to expectations being not ice but
snow, on which we could safely move together. Gradually the snow-powdered
obelisk of the Republique grew and became huge and the couloir began to
hang overhead threateningly. In time, tired muscles reduced us to pitched
climbing; but only 50 ft higher we met ice where we would have used the
rope in any case. Once, a small aircraft shot from behind the NW ridge in a
sudden rush of noise. Without noticing us, it flew on up the glacier and back
past the Dru, a cheerful speck of red in the white landscape. The ice-field was
being funnelled between rock walls now. The ice became harder and steepened
to 60°. Finally we were gazing with alarm at a near-vertical wall of flakes and
boulders embedded in a matrix of ice. .

The camera had just run out of film. At the time we were furious, for the
climbing was spectacular; but we would not have taken many pictures. After
2 rope-lengths, night was upon us again and the camera could not have
recorded the scenes that followed: the blue flame of the Gaz stove illuminating
a few inches of rock in a universe of darkness as I stood brewing up on a tiny
stance, Geoff crouched in a sleepy huddle at my feet; the faint torch blur
moving to and fro far above when we climbed on; the dim shape below, from
which issued frenzied strains of 'The Bells of O'Leary' as Geoff 'did his Devil's
Dance on each microscopic stance'; moonlight glimmering on the far side of
the couloir while, too tired to face the ice when it reappeared, we groped
endlessly in chimneys and grooves and the cold nibbled like barracuda at
extremities; or the moment when I emerged into the moonlight on the crest
of the NE ridge, a dream of folded, twisted white writhing into the dark, and
in a state of trance gazed round from the silhouetted finger of the Geant, over
the deep trough of the Leschaux glacier and the delicate pale fan of the Talefre,
to the familiar yet glisteningly strange forms of the Courtes, Droites and
Vertes, and on to the long glow-worm of the Chamonix valley. It was almost
3 o'clock before we bivouacked, just below the summit.

The last few feet, the following morning, seemed as hard as anything on
the climb. First a deceitful wall, far steeper than it looked, on which always
the next move was clearly impossible until half-hearted digging unexpectedly
revealed the crucial hold; then a vicious little corner which Geoff climbed
without his sack; finally, a powder-covered slab demanding concentration
right to the end. Perched uneasily on the top without a belay, I brought
Geoff up, conscious more of thirst than of triumph. For myself, the cold had
never been a serious problem, except when I took my gloves off to climb; but
a dry mouth and an unsatisfied longing for liquid had been with me almost
from the start.

Summits are rarely places for contemplation, let alone congratulations.

67



GRANDS CHARMOZ IN WINTER

Despite the view of Mont Blanc and the Aiguilles and, near at hand, the
amazing ice-tipped lance of the Grepon, this one passed almost unnoticed in
a grovelling, burrowing but nevertheless fruitless search for an abseil spike.
Eventually we left one of the four remaining pegs, reluctantly for we
expected to need them all lower down. In the event, however, the next six
abseils down the Charmoz-Grepon couloir were all from good flakes and .
blissfully uneventful. On the Nantillons glacier the crevasses were choked, the
seracs silent. In Leslie Stephen's words, the pulse of the mountains was beating
low. After a pause on top of the rognon, we eschewed the rocks of the usual
descent and passed rapidly down the middle of the glacier. Soon we were
safely out of serac range on a snow-ridge which in summer would have been a
lateral moraine.

With the relief of jousting knights emerging from their armour, we threw
off rucksacks, hammers, helmets, crampons, ropes, slings, anoraks and mittens
and stretched out luxuriously in the last few minutes of mellow sunlight. Ski
tracks led away towards Plan de I'Aiguille, contouring round hollows and
hummocks beneath the Blaitiere. Unbeknown to us, some of them had been
made by Alec and Henry, come to look for \,Is only a few hours earlier. The
tracks would not make the going any easier but they saved us the mental effort
of picking a route.

As we plodded homeward, ploughing a dark furrow across shadowy snows,
the day was dying. Across the Chamonix valley the tips of the Aiguilles Rouges
were alight. High above the Nantillons, the ramparts of the Charmoz and the
Grepon glowed the fiercer as shadow bit into them. Before us, the sky burned
with an orange ever more intense. The last telepherique from the Midi slowed
and halted before Plan de I'Aiguille station, swinging silhouetted like a bird
hovering before its nest. It was one of those evenings when one needs eyes
in the back of one's head, or perhaps a whirligig on skis (a ski-gig?) which
would waft one down revolving gently.

We were tired and it was hard work breaking trail. But much of it was
downhill and there was no hurry-we were not going to reach Chamonix that
night. Except for the occasional elephant trap between boulders, feet could
be left to themselves. Gratefully, our minds returned to the summit and peered
back down the N face on to the last 4 days. Suddenly, the delicate mauve
gauze of an afterglow spread out from the orange W, its fingers brushing across
the sky. Behind us, above the M, the sky was deepening from blue to vibrant
indigo. The whole sky throbbed with colour, resisting the imperceptible yet
inevitable onset of darkness. It was, I mused, a metaphor. Our climb, too, had
been a blaze of colour, a surge of energy, a metamorphosis.

In the silence, a generator buzzing on top of the Midi carried clear and in
congruous across thousands of feet of cold air. Momentarily I was resentful.
Then it seemed not to matter. My content, like the silence of the winter Alps,
was too deep to be disturbed. Like the poet, I could but exclaim: 'World, I
cannot hold thee close enough!'
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