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To the Écrins, 1982–3

In 1982 I arrived in Chamonix to see the Aiguille de Goûter glowing in the sunset. That was the last 
time I saw any peak for the next two weeks. Torrential rain kept Dave Hicks and me tent-bound while 
thunder exploded overhead and the brightness of lightning dazzled us awake through two layers of 
tent fabric and closed eyelids. With no drying room, even snatched walks in brief interludes of lesser 
rainfall lost their appeal. So at the first forecast of fine weather, unacclimatised and unfit, we struggled 
up to the Couvercle hut, planning a training climb on Le Cardinal next day.

After crossing the bergschrund and climbing steeply around rocks into a broad snow couloir, we 
caught up with a French party ahead of us. The leader told us he was taking his two nieces up Le 
Cardinal, a route he had climbed before. We pulled ahead and began to bear left according to our 
guidebook description, but he quickly admonished us to follow him to the right, adding ‘I am a guide!’ 
by way of encouragement. Now Dave and I had come across this guidebook confusion between left 
and right before, so tucked in happily behind as he broke trail.

As the hours passed and we continued to follow the ridge rightwards with no sign of the expected 
chimney pitch and increasing hesitancy on the part of our guide, that happiness turned to doubt. 
Cold cloud swagged around pinnacles as we threaded our way between them. Dopey with altitude, 
we called a halt.

‘Should we go back?’
The guide was adamant that it would take too long to reverse the route, but there was an air of 

contrition as he suggested we find a way back down to the glacier, adding ruefully, ‘We are all … how 
you say … in the same boat now.’

We began to descend corners and broken ledges, hoping for sight of the glacier, hoping for an 
easy abseil and a sprint back across the snow to the comfort of the hut. The light was failing, then 
suddenly the clouds were torn aside and we saw the Whymper couloir before us, falling from just right 
of the summit of the Aiguille Verte. We were a very long way off route. Somehow we had traversed 
the bulk of the Moine ridge from near Le Cardinal, and now were descending the Verte’s south-east 
face. For a moment the crest of the ridge above the Whymper couloir was gilded with light, then it was 
gone. We pressed on, cursing, praying for that elusive abseil.

Then we could go no further. Beyond this last ledge the rock plunged straight down to a 
bergschrund. Hurriedly the Frenchman set up an abseil point with nuts and slings. He tied our ropes 
together, threaded the abseil anchor and threw the free ends into space. In the gathering gloom the 
knotted ends swung free over the yawning bergschrund, too many metres short of the snow.

‘Now we have no choice,’ the guide intoned wearily, ‘we have to bivouac.’
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Casting about, there was no obvious alternative line of descent and darkness would soon be upon 
us. He was right. Now this was bad news for Dave and me. Thinking we were only tackling a short 
training climb we had travelled light: a spare sweater, socks and a chocolate bar was all I had in the 
way of emergency supplies. Dave caught my eye and muttered, ‘Perhaps we can snuggle up with the 
French girls.’

‘There is no room for five on this ledge. You will have to stay where you are.’ The uncle’s voice 
floated up from below.

‘It’s a bit wet up here with this meltwater splashing. Are you sure?’
‘Oui!’
Dave and I tied onto a sling draped over a creaking flake, put on extra clothing, such as it was, ate 

some chocolate and tried to top up our empty water bottles from the trickles and drips from above.
We were wary of sleep: when it gets cold enough you don’t wake up. But you can only talk for so 

long before tiredness takes you.
Then suddenly a rescue helicopter was roaring towards us, the beam of its searchlight blinding 

me, and I jerked out of sleep, terrified of slipping off the ledge … to stare into the cold disc of the 
moon just risen above the ridge opposite, while the distant avalanche grumbled into a silence no 
longer broken by the drip of water.

There was a crackling of ice as I shivered. I remember thinking – My daughter’s going to grow up 
without her daddy. No more dreams: no, I was going to get through this night.

Morning arrived and I understood why the sun has been worshipped as its warmth brought fingers 
back to life, unstiffened limbs. I examined the rock around us for a way off in the early light. Climbing 
up I reached a gritty ledge system that eventually descended to within a short abseil of the glacier 
and safety.

That encounter was as close as I got to the Aiguille Verte for many years, but the experience led me 
to look to the Écrins for better weather than Chamonix, and I decided to take the family.

I think it was climber-poet Ed Drummond who wrote about climbers shuttling between the twin 
poles of a rock and a soft place. The Alps had given me a hard time twice, and there was no doubt 
where my soft place was, nor how precious it was to me. Some irrationality suggested that if my family 
was kept close, like a talisman, they could not be lost to me.

My daughter, Rhian, was four years old – but my son, Rhys, at one year old, would need the 
sanctuary of a caravan if the trip was not to descend into squalor. Jayne and I took them on a few trial 
runs in the Yorkshire Dales and Peak District. I convinced myself that carrying Rhys in the papoose 
backpack was good training.

Dave Hicks was brave enough to accompany us, with a view to climbing with me. We did not 
anticipate any conflict of interest. He and I had a typically blokeish reticence about personal matters, 
although he had once told me that his wife had left him, taking their son with her. There was no 
explanation and I didn’t seek one. It was simply a piece of information that might bear upon how he 
reacted to stress in the mountains, I suppose. We didn’t talk about it. (It’s not like we didn’t talk about 
other stuff, work, politics, that kind of thing, but nothing too personal, too serious: after all there was 
enough seriousness out there amongst those looming presences that filled our skies and wore the 
fingerprints off our hands.)

At home, Jayne and I had an easy-going relationship with two or three other families with young 
children. Perhaps it was this incipient extended family tendency that meant we made Dave welcome 
in our family. It’s a strange thing about climbing partnerships: you may well not share each other’s 
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innermost thoughts, but there is a bond that neither separation nor the passage of years destroys. Yet 
it’s not really so strange: each of you has trusted the other with your life.

The Écrins heat was a revelation. Height had to be gained early in the day before the sun reached 
its full strength or the effort became purgatorial. Rhys rode cheerfully in the ‘papoose’ with breaks 
to stretch his legs and play, whilst Rhian only once had to clamber into a rucksack, to be carried 
the last few hundred metres down to our campsite. The children were fascinated by grasshoppers, 
big as locusts, that kept up a continuous chirring in the undergrowth or whirred through the air to 
land under our very boots and lie, half-crushed, twitching on the dusty track. When the heat grew 
too great we wandered the shaded streets of the ancient village of Venosc. The children played 
naked in dammed shallows where mini lagoons could warm the eddying water enough to take 
the chill off the glacial torrent that swept past just a few metres beyond. On cloudy days brooding 
with the threat of thunder, we hiked up to huts for hot chocolate treats as the mist gathered  
outside.

We were the only English on the campsite at Bourg d’Arud, but despite Rhian’s puzzlement as 
to why the other children didn’t speak ‘properly’ and some agonised appeals to us – ‘What does he 
mean?’ – it was remarkable how soon she and her new-found friend Lucien were working it out as 
they played happily together. She was also very protective of her little brother as he stumbled around, 
learning new words. I would like to think that they came away from the experience with wider  
horizons.

Dave and I found the climbing different from Chamonix, too. It was not just the heat; the rock was 
less reliable and in August there was much less snow around. We climbed the slender rock fin of the 
Aiguille Dibona, a fitting tribute to that prolific guide, then a mixed route on Pic Coolidge (named 
after the famous alpine scholar). From there we were treated to fine views of the south face of the 
Barre des Écrins, and decided to attempt the south–north traverse.

The Barre des Écrins, 4101m. South Face and  
Traverse via Col des Écrins: AD

The walk in to the Temple Écrins refuge from La Bérarde wanders amiably alongside the Vénéon 
Torrent, until the last 400m of ascent in just a kilometre of south-west facing slope provides the sting 
in the tail. Dave and I sweated up this to find the hut crowded and basic, but we managed to secure 
bed spaces. These hardly seemed worth it when we rose just after midnight to force down a tiny 
breakfast and totter out into the night. We stumbled up the path that skirts the flank of the south-
west ridge of Pic Coolidge into the Vallon de Pilatte, until at about 3000m we met the glacier. Always 
keeping to the right, we cramponed up the dry ice, thinly snow-covered in its higher reaches, with 
little to worry us about crevasses. Meanwhile the gradual dawn relieved us of concerns about failing 
batteries in our headtorches. Leaving the Col des Avalanches to our right, we headed straight for the 
rock walls of the lower south face. With the hut at only 2410m we had climbed about 1100m and had 
600m of serious rock and ice ahead.

The route makes a rising traverse to the hanging snowfields that had so impressed us from Pic 
Coolidge, but the line was far from clear. Couloirs were used as landmarks in the route description, 
but all were snow-free and there was nothing to distinguish one rocky gully from another. Initially 
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Top: The north face of the Barre des Écrins  at dawn.

Bottom: The south face of the Barre des Écrins from Pic Coolidge.
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there were some signs of the passage of other people, even a piton at an awkward step, but then 
we reached a small amphitheatre and there was no obvious way out. We tried the likely lines until 
each in turn became unconvincing, then tried one of the others. This was taking a lot of time, and I 
remember raging at the injustice of it all. Anthony Burgess in A Mouthful of Air quotes an RAF fitter’s 
wartime outburst at a recalcitrant engine, ‘The fucking fucker’s fucked, fuck it!’ as demonstrating the 
grammatical flexibility of the ultimate expletive. I’m not sure I explored all its resources, but it must 
have been close.

Finally Dave made a very committing lead that was distinctly harder than the ‘pitches of III’ quoted 
in the guidebook, and we could escape right to reach the snow. By then, however, it was later in 
the day than we had expected and this was a south-facing slope. Instead of cramponing easily up 
well-frozen névé we soon found ourselves sinking knee-deep in softening snow. To the left, a narrow 
avalanche chute carried small slides from Brèche Lory: it could have been the melted-out steps of 
earlier climbers on a variation of the route. The guidebook advised bearing right, making directly for 
the summit up 55° snow-ice, but as we climbed the snow thinned to nothing and we found ourselves 
scrambling up precariously balanced rocks.

Dave was leading, and managing to dislodge enough rock to give me some trying moments of 
evasive action, whilst there was always the lingering suspicion that the whole slope could suddenly 
become an escalator moving just one way: downwards. I didn’t seem to be having such a disturbing 
effect on the equilibrium of the face. Somehow I had developed a second sense about dispersing my 
weight, balancing the points of contact – they were too insecure to be dignified as holds – so that 
my upward progress was not subject to an equal and opposite movement of falling rock. I suggested 
we swop the lead. Dave looked a bit doubtful but agreed and the crash and clatter of falling stones 
subsided a little, or at least no longer set my nerves on edge.

The west ridge of the Barre des Écrins.



3: to the ÉCrins, 1982–3 

35

Earlier in the season this must make a straightforward snow climb, but for us time stood still in a 
bubble of concentrated nervous tension so that it was with surprise as well as relief that we suddenly 
found the summit cross smack in front of us as we gained the ridge.

The view over the many lower but still magnificent mountains of the range – Pelvoux, Ailefroide, La 
Meije – was remarkable, and even at that distance it was possible to pick out details of the tremendous 
ridge lines on the south face of Mont Blanc looming perhaps 100km to the north. But there was no 
time to linger.

Descending the western arête was a straightforward scramble over Pic Lory and down to Brèche 
Lory, utterly changed from Whymper’s description of the first descent in 1864 (they climbed the 
north face!) The arête seems to have been largely composed of ‘unstable blocks  … so rotten that 
the most experienced of our party, as well as the least, continually upset blocks large and small’. The 
accompanying illustration emphasises the precariousness of their position, and he specifies that when 
the guide Almer jumped a gap ‘the rock swayed as he came down upon it’. Coolidge’s suggestion that 
Almer’s leap might have been a sensationalised fabrication to spice up the book after he had failed to 
find its location on the third ascent six years later sparked off a bitter quarrel between the two great 
men that lasted until Whymper’s death.

It may be that Coolidge’s scholarly desire to pin down the facts took him too far into the realms 
of dispute; ‘he could do anything with a hatchet but bury it’ (The Times obituary). In the mountains 
perhaps more than anywhere, change is the ultimate reality. Climbing ridge routes worn by the 
passage of many boots, I have often noted massive balanced blocks on neighbouring unclimbed 
ridges much like Whymper’s illustration. Perhaps the passage of five men along such a ridge, with the 
accompanying dislodgement, undermined whatever delicate balance had held those blocks in place 
before: Coolidge could have encountered completely different features on the route.

A short steep snow descent from Brèche Lory, a jump across the bergschrund, and we were down on 
glacier. Dismissing the Dôme de Neige des Écrins as ‘not worth it’, we trudged off on a softening track 
into the deepening shadows of the north face. Skirting seracs and jumping crevasses, we slanted down 
the upper slopes of the Glacier Blanc as the track refroze beneath our crampon points. Evening was 
drawing in as we traversed to the Col des Écrins but the slope beneath the col faced due west, taking 
full sun. We carefully swung down the cables, triggering gritty snowslides and dislodging loose rock, to 
reach a wet snowfield and then delicately traverse along its upper edge. Above us the rock glowed gold.

Slipping and sliding across the remnants of the Glacier de Bonne Pierre, we reached the moraine 
and stopped to eat the last of our scant chocolate bars, but there was no water, just dirty snow. 
Thinking we’d find water en route, we set off down the long moraine ridge that led to La Bérarde. 
We were wrong. As night fell we tottered on for hours by the light of the stars, our headtorches long 
expired, tortured by the sound of running water in the jumble of moraine debris beneath the ridge, 
but knowing that once we left the path there was no guarantee of safely regaining it. Conversation 
had been limited for some time, not only by dry throats but by the tendency to dig into oneself in 
adversity. We reached the car at midnight, found water, and words:

‘Want to sleep in the car?’
‘No. Let’s go home.’
And in my exhausted state I drove back to the campsite.
It had been a 24-hour day.
For many years I thought of it as an object lesson in how difficulties become compounded, building 

one upon the other towards an epic. I believe it’s now termed ‘incident creep’. Then I happened to be 
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talking to seasoned alpinist Geoff Cohen, who related an uncannily similar experience of the route. 

Later I encountered Frank Smythe’s account of his ascent in Mountaineering Holiday: ‘We vowed that 

it was the most complicated climb that we had ever done, and certainly I cannot recollect a climb of 

similar character in which so much time was spent in route finding.’

Perhaps in retrospect it would have been better to do the mountain in spring, on ski.

Postscript

In 2011, I returned to the Barre des Écrins with a large party of AC and CC members. We climbed the north 

face via the Glacier Blanc from the refuge des Écrins. It was easy enough to qualify as a training climb, 

in that we would be spending time on the highest mountain in the range so the acclimatisation for any 

other route would be more than useful. Unfortunately, at the Brèche Lory there was quite a queue of 

climbers starting the narrow ridge to the summit, and a bitter wind. My hands stiffened in the cold. After 

a brief conference with Paul McWhinney, I settled for the Dôme de Neige and descent whilst the snow 

was in good condition. It was strangely easy to let go. The bonus was the clutch of fine pictures of the 

mountain, taken near dawn from the Pic du Glacier d’Arcine that we had climbed en route to the refuge. 

Climbing the north face of the Barre des Écrins, with La Meije in the background.


