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– Note for the 2001 Edition –





In this book, Geoffrey Sutton’s stylish translation of Lionel Terray’s famous autobiography is republished after a long break. Terray’s engaging personal story of how he became a mountaineer precedes the accounts of the second ascent of the Eigerwand and the first ascents of Annapurna, Makalu, Chacraraju and Fitzroy to form one of the most important of all climbing narratives.


Terray’s death in the Vercors in 1965 brought to a premature end the career of one of the most active expeditioners of the century. His later expeditions displayed constant innovation and a fascination with new problems on lesser known peaks that offered a real challenge. Had he lived he would certainly have been heavily involved in the developments of the subsequent years – the big wall period in the Himalaya and even (given his tremendous strength and vitality) its following ‘alpine style’ phase. The steady development on the big rock towers of Patagonia and the frigid mountaineering challenges of Alaska would also have attracted his attention.


This ‘New World’ focus was already apparent in Terray’s activities, so it is particularly fitting that David Roberts, a leading American climber, greatly influenced by Terray, should contribute a foreword for this new edition. Roberts’s fine book Mountain of my Fear describes the gripping second ascent of Mount Huntington (by a new route) that was directly inspired by Terray’s example.


Terray’s first ascent account of the Huntington climb (originally published in Mountain World) has been added as an appendix together with a tabulation of his remarkable climbing record. A variety of new photographs have also been incorporated to enhance the text. The publishers wish to thank Marianne Terray, Claude Deck, Anne Sauvy, John Wilkinson, Michel Guérin, Jacques Soubis, Sue Harper, Florence Giry (Editions Gallimard), Frances Wollen (Orion Publishing), Guy Lee, Brian Hall, Rab Carrington, John Brailsford, Maggie Body, Michael Chessler, R.J.Secor and David Roberts for editorial and production advice and help with this book. Photographers who have contributed new pictures to enhance those from the Terray archive are credited in the text.









– Foreword –


by David Roberts


Of the four great French mountaineers who were in the vanguard of the legendary first ascent of Annapurna in 1950, three would never go on another expedition. Maimed by frostbite, Maurice Herzog and Louis Lachenal would find returning to the mountains a painful challenge. Lachenal, haunted by the loss of his matchless grace, threw himself back at the world with reckless abandon, and died in 1955 when he skied unroped into a crevasse on the Vallée Blanche. Gaston Rébuffat would continue to perfect his craft in the Alps, winning the status of the most famous guide in Europe, yet he never returned to the great ranges.


The fourth Annapurna stalwart, however, became, in my view, the greatest expeditionary mountaineer of all time. Others – most notably Reinhold Messner – might lay fair claim to that honour. Messner, like some of his rivals in the 1980s, emerged as a specialist in oxygenless ascents of 8,000-meter peaks. For Lionel Terray, nicknamed ‘the strong sahib’ by the Sherpas, what mattered most was seeking out the hardest, most beautiful mountains in the Andes, the Himalaya, and Alaska, and throwing all his energy and daring at their first ascents. From FitzRoy in 1952 to Mount Huntington in 1964, Terray succeeded on nine of the most stunning mountains on earth.


Almost always, Terray led not only as titular chief of the expedition, but on the sharp end of the rope as well: not once did a summit party fail to include him, even, as on Huntington, when he was crippled by a dislocated elbow suffered in a near-fatal fall.


One day in 1963, a college friend lent me a copy of Conquistadors of the Useless. Terray I knew from Herzog’s Annapurna, but only as the man who had given up his own chance for the summit to carry loads to high camps in support of his teammates. In his own autobiography, however, Terray sprang forth as a fully rounded character, gruff, impetuous, visionary; he climbed like a bull, but wrote with a unique, homespun lyricism. What moved me most of all was Terray’s account of the magical partnership he had forged with Lachenal culminating in their second ascent of the Eiger Nordwand in 1947.


Don Jensen and I were both so transported by the book that we began to identify with that great cordée. On our own Alaskan expeditions, we got so carried away as to address each other as ‘Louis’ and ‘Lionel.’ Stocky and strong, Don ‘was’ Terray; skinnier, more impatient and mercurial, I became Lachenal. In 1974, in a critique of climbing memoirs I wrote for Ascent, I argued that Conquistadors was the finest example of the genre ever written. More than a quarter of a century later, I see no reason to revise that judgment. Terray’s book has its faults, but it conveys more of the truth of mountaineering than any other climber’s autobiography I know of. Two years ago, then, it came as a shock to be told by several French experts that Terray had not, in fact, written the book – it had been ghostwritten by Roger Nimier, his editor at Gallimard. The wife of one of his climbing partners seemed to confirm this. ‘He was a bit of a country bumpkin,’ she claimed. ‘His writing, even in letters, was only semi-literate.’ While researching for my own book about Annapurna[1], my French editor, Michel Guerin, asked Marianne Terray for the key to the family home, a hillside chateau in Grenoble. In 1965, Terray had been using a room there as a study. It was from here that he set out for that final climb in the Vercors with Marc Martinetti. Neither returned alive.


The key opened a creaky door on the third floor. Everything was covered with dust; the wallpaper hung peeling from the walls; old mirrors had grown cloudy and speckled. Michel had been given permission by Marianne to look for old letters. There were piles and piles of papers on tabletops, in closets, inside desk and bureau drawers. There was something claustrophobic and oppressive about the place. It was hard to imagine the blithe mountaineer living even temporarily in such squalor. We were about to go, when Michel, poking through another closet, found a bulging folder with a sheaf of loose pages.


‘That’s Terray’s handwriting,’ he said, scanning the lines. I peered over his shoulder, as he leafed through the carefully written manuscript. A moment later, he let out a curse under his breath. ‘It’s the manuscript of Les Conquérants,’ he said softly.


Later, back in Chamonix, we studied this lost relic carefully. It was word-for-word what Gallimard published. So much for Roger Nimier!


Among the many revelations of my research none was more gratifying than this chance find. The authorship of Conquistadors of the Useless belonged fully to the man who not only had performed those great deeds in the mountains, but had found, with no help from another, the right words to memorialize them. Thus it is a deep pleasure now to invite a whole new generation of readers to read Conquistadors and discover Terray’s truth, which shines forth four decades later with all the dazzling brilliance of his finest climbs.










	

1. True Summit: What Really Happened on the Legendary Ascent of Annapurna by David Roberts (Simon and Schuster, New York, 2000)[back]















– Chapter One –


Discovery


I have given my whole life to the mountains. Born at the foot of the Alps, I have been a ski champion, a professional guide, an amateur of the greatest climbs in the Alps, and a member of eight expeditions to the Andes and the Himalayas. If the word has any meaning at all, I am a mountaineer.


In apparent contradiction to this way of life, it so happens that I have had to give a great many lectures illustrated with slides. One evening, after one of these lectures, I was invited for a drink to the home of some local celebrity. A dark-suited professional man came up, looked me intently in the face, and said quietly:


‘You interested me very much, monsieur.’


As I muttered my thanks in some conventional phrase or other, he went on:


‘But what do you normally do for a living? An engineer, a teacher … ?’


The good man could not hide his surprise when I replied:


‘Not at all, monsieur. I am a mountain guide pure and simple.’ Later, in my bleak hotel room, trying with difficulty to sleep after the nervous excitement of two hours of intense concentration in front of an audience, the man’s words came back to me. I began to realise that the rather story-book life I had led had made me into a person of unusual duality. I saw that for anyone seeing me for the first time, in collar and tie and lounge suit, giving a lecture on the human geography of the Himalayas, I bore no resemblance to the real man behind this worldly façade – the mountaineer, that figure which a conventional literature has fixed in everybody’s mind as a rough, crude-mannered peasant. And so for the first time I appreciated the full strangeness of the fate which had turned a child born to a family of middle-class intellectuals into a conqueror of the highest and most difficult mountains in the world.


The story begins at Grenoble, in a sort of Chateau covered with virginia creeper, built on the side of a hill above the town. There I was born, and one of my first sights must have been the shining barrier of the snowy peaks of the Belledonne range opposite our large, comfortable family seat.


My parents came of what the world calls a good family, in other words comfortable bourgeois, magistrates, owners of businesses, and high-ranking officers. Actually the family hid under its bourgeois appearance rather more originality and imagination than one might have expected at first sight. My ancestors on both sides included a considerable number of unusual men, enterprising men of affairs, travellers in search of fortune and adventure, daring soldiers and politicians. Such forbears gave my parents a broader-minded outlook than is usual in their walk of life.


Tall, powerful, large-headed and heavy-jowled, his bright blue eyes almost hidden behind thick spectacle-lenses, my father was of definitely Nordic type. Though violent, passionate, ascetic and stubborn, he was also kindly and constantly bubbling with wit. Exceptionally gifted intellectually, his memory in particular was almost phenomenal. His life was nothing if not eventful: after qualifying brilliantly in chemical engineering, he set out to found a company in Brazil and had achieved assured success when suddenly the 1914 war broke out. Throwing up everything without hesitation, he went straight back to France to do his duty as a soldier. At the age of forty, fed up with business, he was not afraid to exchange industry for medicine, and after five years of study he qualified as a doctor. In his youth he had shown sporting interests of a kind unusual at that time, among them free ballooning and motor racing. In particular he was one of the first Frenchmen to take up skiing, and the very first to master the elegant telemark technique, the only method of turning known in those heroic times.


By contrast, my mother was Italian in style; small, with classical features, very dark eyes and hair the colour of jet. Of artistic temperament, she had studied painting She was an interested and active person, and showed a good deal of originality for her time, driving cars in 1913 and being the first Frenchwoman sufficiently daring to don trousers for skiing. The great passion of her youth had been riding, at which she excelled, especially at point-to-point. In Brazil she made journeys of several weeks on horseback, visiting wild areas where very few white women had ever been.


Although the adventurous and sporting instincts of my parents were quite strong they were never extreme, and particularly in the case of my father they never took an important place in his scheme of life. If it is true that my antecedents and education must have inclined me towards sport and the career of a man of action, it would be exaggerating to see in them auguries of a life completely devoted to adventure. One thing is certain: it was not from my parents that I derived any taste for climbing. Despite having passed the greater part of their lives among mountains, they had never mountaineered to any greater extent than tramping up one or two easy summits which required no climbing in the real sense. Indeed they disapproved of the sport and thought of it as madness. I remember quite well, one day when I was a little boy of seven or eight, my mother saying to me:


‘I shall be very happy for you to go in for any sport except motorcycling and climbing.’


When I asked her the meaning of this last word, she added:


‘It’s a stupid sport which consists of dragging yourself up rocks with your hands, feet and teeth!’


If my mother disapproved of climbing mainly out of lack of knowledge, my father, on the contrary, heaped sarcasm and contempt upon it. Sport, for him, was mainly a way of keeping oneself fit to do the work necessary to social and financial success, and perhaps to advance oneself directly in life into the bargain. To go in for an activity as exhausting, dangerous and unknown as mountaineering seemed to him the height of absurdity, and I heard him say a hundred times if I heard him once:


‘A man must be completely crazy to wear himself out climbing a mountain, at the risk of breaking his neck, when there isn’t even a hundred franc note to be picked up on the summit.’


One of my cousins who had been crippled as a result of a climbing accident was constantly held up to me as a living example of the wretched consequences of such madness. Sometimes, in the street, my father would point contemptuously to the German students who frequently made the headlines in our local papers with their mountain accidents, and would not miss the chance of pointing the moral at the same time.


‘Take a good look at those idiots. A lot of good they’ll have done themselves when they’re walking on crutches like your cousin René!’


Family tradition has it that from the beginning I was a child of exceptional energy. I weighed about eleven pounds at birth, and the story runs that I had so much hair that they had to take me to the barber’s at the age of four days. Those who know that at the age of twenty-one I was already as bald as a billiard ball can measure the injustice and irony of fate!


My character in childhood was, it seems, of almost unhealthy independence, and my exploits provide to this day an inexhaustible source of tales for winter evenings over the hearth. One of these seems to me worth relating. When I was four or five years old, my mother loved to dress me in elegant little black velvet costumes with white collars. Every time I was forced to wear one of these outfits, so ill adapted to my turbulent tastes, I used to get into a terrible temper. One day at the seaside, I refused completely to go in paddling. In the end my mother got bored, and ended up by dressing me again in one of these little Lord Fauntleroy suits which I so detested. No sooner was I dressed than I hurled myself with joy into the surf … Some people may think I was not only independent, but had very bad manners.


I was three and a half when my father put me on skis for the first time. Family tradition is contradictory about the results. Some say I did brilliantly, others the reverse. Objectivity forces me to suppose that my beginnings were similar to those of most children of that age, in other words that they consisted of a few short slides punctuated by bumps and tears. Be that as it may, I quickly began to adore the sport, and up to the age of twenty it was to absorb the larger part of my time, my energy and dreams.


Our house was set in spacious grounds comprising, as well as vineyards and kitchen gardens, a thick woodland with thorny brakes, ruins, and rocks. This wild place formed a perfect world in which to realise the dreams of a child possessed with freedom and the wonders of nature. I grew there almost without constraint, running through the woods, clambering the rocks, trapping rabbits, foxes and rats, shooting blackbirds, thrushes, sparrows and sparrowhawks. Except in winter, when I passed every spare minute skiing, I used to spend more or less all my spare time from school in this park. For me there was little or no cinema-going, football, or afternoons at my friends’. Not only did I go there every Thursday and Sunday, whatever the weather, but also in the morning before school and when I got home in the evening. Sometimes even, in spring, when the air was warm and charged with a sense of excitement, I used to escape out there at night. Wandering through the fields and woods, I tried to penetrate the mysteries of their life when all nature was in shadow and silence. Hidden in the bushes I stayed motionless for hours together listening for the crack of twigs, the cries of owls, the blackbirds’ clucking, the thousand almost inaudible sounds which revealed the intense activity of a nocturnal world. These years of boyhood passed in intimate contact with nature profoundly affected my physical and mental being.


Like almost all children, I adored playing at trappers or at cowboys and Indians. But unlike most others I had to hand not the trappings but the reality. I had no Stetsons, flamboyant shirts, coloured feathers or sheriff’s star: but I had real guns, real hunting knives, a real forest containing wild animals. The house was full of weapons inherited from generations of hunters or brought back from Brazil, and with almost incredible carelessness my parents let me use most of them. From the age of nine I had my own rifle, for which I soon learnt how to make my own cartridges. One of my playmates and I invented a new game. The estate was infested with enormous rats which came out of the sewers of the nearby town, and we caught large quantities of them with the aid of special traps. Instead of just killing off the repugnant beasts in a simple way, we gave them one last chance. The trap was placed at one end of a sort of runway made of planks. One of us then opened the trap, and it was up to the other to get the rat with a bullet as he ran at top speed through the last two yards that led to freedom. The rats thus killed were then skinned and their hides dried in the sun until they were ready to be quickly tanned and sewn into picturesque costumes which, we hoped, resembled those of Attila s Huns, of whom we had read that they went clothed in ratskins!


This little savage’s life had a disastrous effect on my school record. I was a very bad student. I had a normal respect for discipline and, without being very intelligent, showed no signs of unusual stupidity. No, the trouble came from a complete incapacity to concentrate: I was at the school physically, but my mind could not succeed in settling there. The same thing happened every day. With all the goodwill I could muster, I would listen for several minutes to the voice of my teacher. Then, as though by enchantment, the dreary world of blackboards, black desks, black aprons and black inkwells would fade away, and I would be madly flying down some endless snow slope, or tracking through a green wood full of whistling blackbirds, malicious squirrels and terrifying serpents.


My mother surrounded her two sons with the warmest affection, and if I had not been of such an independent nature I would have grown up in cotton wool. Her optimistic and easy-going nature did not seem too put out by my poor school reports. My father, on the other hand, much absorbed in his work and not normally giving too much attention to his children, could not help remembering with pride his own brilliant academic successes, and his vanity would have been greatly flattered to see me repeat them. Thus he was devoured with rage to find he had begotten such a dunce. In spite of outcries, spankings and extra classes, I continued to grow up between the bleak, black world of the school and that other, how much more thrilling, of our sunlit and mysterious park. I remained an immovable dunce and became a lively, robust boy, full of initiative and practical intelligence: at once enthusiastic and high-spirited, melancholy and secretive.


Most children instinctively like to climb trees, walls and rocks. Thus the little limestone crags around our grounds were a perfect playground for me, and thanks to them I learnt very early on the rudiments of the technique of rock climbing. Indeed I was only five years old when I had my first accident, which still remains the most serious I have had. While climbing some rocks in the park I fell, gashing my forehead deeply. Legend relates that I entered the house covered in blood but without a single tear – but we all know how these sort of legends grow up. To scramble around on a few little rocks, however, is not the same thing as mountaineering. If only by virtue of his size, a child cannot be expected to begin the sport before the age of eleven or twelve. My own interest in climbing mountains as such began to be aroused when I was about ten; but it should be noted that my physical development was exceptional and that, in spite of my mediocrity at school, my character was mature for my age. Far from putting me off, my parents’ aversion for mountaineering, and the fact that they had forbidden it, made it particularly fascinating: as everyone knows, there is no fruit like forbidden fruit.


Odder still, the sheer violence of my father’s repudiation of the sport struck against some hitherto hidden fibre in my heart to such a degree that, whenever he heaped his sarcasms on mountaineers, I felt a violent hatred rising in me. It seemed to me in a confused sort of way that such virulent hatred of an apparently rather unimportant activity implied more than the reaction of a balanced being to a silly game. It was rather the indignation of a man deeply attached to a particular view of the world face to face with a force which was in contradiction to his whole scheme of things. Today, with the passing of time, I realise that he abused certain forms of art, certain political and social ideals, with exactly the same kind of passion.


But to tell the truth, although at this very young age I already had an interest in mountains remarkable for its spontaneity, I only had the most muddled ideas about what they were really like. In a town like Grenoble, situated in the heart of the Alps, there are lots of climbers. There were even a few among our neighbours and relations; but with the exception of Dr Couturier, well known not only for his hunting exploits and books on alpine game, but also for first ascents in the Mont Blanc range with the guide Armand Charlet, none of them had ever carried out any really big climbs. Having no means of comparison, I listened with the most fervent passion when these heroes related their exploits, and my spirit was exalted by their fabulous courage and strength. Furthermore I had discovered in our library a number of climbing books containing adventures which seemed to me of unexampled heroism. Without always understanding them very well, I devoured the lot in a frenzy. An imaginary world began to form in my childish mind, made up of terrible peaks constantly shaken by giant avalanches, of labyrinths of ice where crevasses kept opening with appalling crashes all around, of supermen who triumphed over all these obstacles in a series of non-stop adventures. Such a mass of grandeur, mystery and danger almost turned my young head, full of its dreams of adventure. Though I never imagined for a moment that I could ever join the select band of alpine heroes, it seemed that there could be no more marvellous destiny than to become one of the least of their accomplices.


Our baker’s son had done a few climbs in the foothills around Grenoble. Boastful and talkative, he liked telling about his exploits and enlivened them a bit in the process. Carried away by his fluency, I literally worshipped this perfectly insignificant youth. He seemed to me a sort of demigod, and I spent hours listening to his tall tales. When I begged him to take me with him on one of his outings, he replied with disdain:


‘Certainly not, you’re nothing but a kid. You’ve got to be tough to go climbing, and have nerves that’ll stand up to anything’.


I was also great friends with Georgette, our housekeeper’s daughter. She was fifteen or sixteen, and went out each Sunday with a group from the ‘Société des Grimpeurs des Alpes’. The expeditions of this group were limited to local minor summits, which they reached by routes really little more difficult than steep paths. No doubt because there was not much danger about them, I had little difficulty in persuading Georgette to take me along with her on one of these trips, unknown to my parents. Thus it was under the pretext of innocent bicycle excursions that I climbed my first peaks. These ascents enraptured me, and the impression they made on me was so deep that even today the memory of those enchanted hours is fresh and alive.


For all that, the summits themselves were about as modest as they could be while still meriting the term. The first was the Aiguille de Quaix, a little limestone spire. A Rabelaisian legend had it that it was in fact no more than one of the droppings of Gargantua. Nevertheless the ascent kept me interested from beginning to end. On the way up we got into the wrong gully, and we floundered about for a long time among screes and brushwood. My life in our family park had made me a master of this art, which I showed off to my companions with naive pride. The climbing itself did not strike me as very difficult, but terribly vertiginous. One young girl almost fainted from giddiness and had to be revived with a cordial. On the way down our leader conducted us with hardly a mistake through what seemed to me a maze of smooth walls, ledges and chimneys. I was filled with admiration for his skill in route-finding. The imagination of an eleven-year-old can turn the simplest climb into the most gripping adventure.


I was twelve years old when something happened that was to play a crucial part in the development of my half-formed mountain vocation. My young brother fell ill, and the doctor recommended a holiday in the mountains. My mother decided to take us off to spend our school holidays in the Chamonix valley, where she had already stayed some years before. Up to that time the only mountains I had known had been the Préalpes, with their walls of grey rock dominating cultivated valleys. Only from afar had I admired the eternally white summits of Belledonne and the Oisans. This first contact with really big mountains was a revelation: to this day I keep absolutely intact the memory of my wonder at the sight of those masses of ice, shining against a sky of unearthly purity, and those rock needles which seemed to fling down a gauge to the daring of men.


At this time I was a boy of such size and energy that one might easily have taken me for fifteen or sixteen. Under this athletic exterior, however, was hidden an extreme sensitivity and a spirit in torment. The meanness, vulgarity and monotony of the world were already painfully obvious to me, and I dreamed passionately of a nobler, freer and more generous existence. At the first sight of the high mountains, ‘I sensed at once all that they offered of joys to taste, of dreams to hoard, of glory to be won’.[1] In a way at once undefined and yet quite definite I divined every possibility of this world of ice and rock where there was nothing to be plucked but weariness and danger, I was the measure of the full savour which these useless fruits, plucked not from the mud but from a garden of beauty and light, could hold.


As soon as the first vision was over, I began to cast about for ways of getting closer to the marvel. In company with some boys of my own age I clambered up several of the belvederes of the Aiguilles Rouges, then crossed the Mer de Glace in the charge of one of the old guides, who, in those days, used to tout around the edges of the glacier, offering to take tourists to the other side. But on the Bossons glacier, emboldened by experience, I disdainfully rejected the services of the moustachioed and bemedalled ‘pirate’ who insistently warned us against the dangers to which we would be exposed in crossing the ice without his aid.


These gentle afternoon strolls hardly satisfied my appetite for adventure or my growing ambition. With all my soul I longed to penetrate to the very heart of these mountains, and to tread their summits. The passion with which I pleaded my cause must have helped to convince my mother, who eventually let me go on the collective parties organised by the Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix. My first expedition was to go up to the Couvercle hut via the Paroi des Egralets, returning by the Talèfre Glacier and the Pierre a Béranger. The emotions I felt in jumping my first crevasse and crossing my first snow-bridge were hardly less intense than those with which I later stood on the virgin summits of the Pico Fitzroy or Makalu. And with what pride I showed my mother, on my return, a postcard of the Paroi des Egralets which I had just conquered, though in fact it was as banal an exploit as you could hope to find, since all the steep bits are equipped with cables and ladders! But quite soon these collective courses in their turn began to seem too tame to appease my aspirations. What I wanted was real climbs with ropes, crampons, ice axes, rappels – the lot.


But for all her usual kindness, my mother obstinately refused to let me risk my life on such adventures. Fortunately one of my cousins, who was a regular officer, happened to be stationed at this time at the Ecole Militaire de Haute Montagne. He was a good climber with a reputation for being safe and sound. My mother was reassured by the guarantee offered by such a guide, and ended by letting me accompany him in the ascent of the Aiguillette d’Argentière. On this infinitesimal point, which hardly merits the name of a summit, I did my first rappel.[2] Although physically easy, this exercise is impressive to a beginner. At the moment of letting themselves slide towards the abyss quite a lot of women and children cannot restrain themselves from whimpering with fear. Although I didn’t whimper, my heart was in my mouth and my muscles were paralysed with fear. For the first of a great many times, my will drove me where my body was unwilling to follow. In view of the evident and profound joy I got out of these climbs, my cousin soon realised that nothing was going to change my passion for the mountains, and that it would be wiser to educate it than forbid it. On his advice my mother eventually decided to entrust me to a good professional guide, who took me for a first trial on the Clocher and Clochetons de Planpraz. As we completed this short but quite difficult climb very quickly, he took me the same day up the giddy south-east face of the Brévent. During this first alpine season, I also climbed the Grands Charmoz and the Petite Aiguille Verte.


Back in Grenoble after these promising beginnings, I reckoned I was fit to lead climbs for myself without the help of any guide. As soon as spring came along, I managed to persuade my friend Georgette to come with me to try and climb the Dent Gérard, in the Trois Pucelles, by the ‘Grange Gully’ route. Now without being really difficult, this climb, situated in a range of foothills near Grenoble, does demand a certain technique which I had not yet sufficiently mastered. It turned out to be one of the most dramatic of my career, and perhaps I have never come so close to death as I did on that day. We were very badly equipped, and one particular aspect of this state seems quite inexplicable to me today: although the Vercors range is formed of an extremely smooth and slippery limestone, we climbed in boots shod with clinker nails. This amounts to saying that we had about as much adherence to the rock as a horse trying to get up a very steep cobbled street!


The first bit, a traverse, was effected amid horrible scrapings of nails, which struck sparks from the rock as they skidded. Several times I was left hanging by my hands, and it was a miracle that I did not fall to the screes some sixty feet below me. When I finally arrived out of breath on a welcome ledge, a group of five climbers had been watching me with their hearts in their mouths offered to let me join on to their rope, no doubt thinking that it would be better to drag living bodies to the top of the mountain than to have to carry down dead ones. My vanity was somewhat wounded by this proposition, but when I thought how risky the first bit had been discretion seemed the better course. After this, with the assurance of the rope above me, I followed the others quite easily. Unfortunately their party, which was too big in the first place, contained three girls who were almost beginners. The leader was obliged to hoist them like sacks up each rope’s length or, as climbers say, ‘pitch’. All this haulage took up a lot of time, and our centipede of a party advanced very slowly. It was already well on in the day when we arrived at the foot of two vertical cracks. The leader tackled the left-hand one, known as the ‘Dalloz’ crack, which was reputed to be quite difficult. He was a good climber, and aided by his gym shoes a few cat-like movements brought him to the top of the pitch. But things took a turn for the worse when it came to getting up his heavy and clumsy companions. The crack went diagonally up across a vertical slab of rock as polished as a dance floor. The first girl did not know how to jam her hands and feet in the crack, and lost her hold as soon as she started to climb, swinging across the wall. After flailing around like a carp on a line for a few seconds, she let herself hang with limply swinging arms, so that the leader had to hoist a dead weight of a hundred and twenty-five pounds. After some minutes of sweating blood the poor fellow succeeded in getting the girl up to him, but was so exhausted by the exploit that he proved quite incapable of pulling up the next, whose abundant bosom and backside gave promise of a weighty matter. So the other man had to be got up to lend him a hand. All this took up so much time that the leader began to realise the risk of being caught by night on the crags.


Hoping to gain time, he asked me if I could climb the right-hand crack alone. This was called the ‘Sandwich’ crack, and he assured me it was less difficult than the Dalloz. This sign of confidence in my abilities was balm to my pride, and without hesitating a second I started up the narrow, vertical chimney, without a rope from above. This pitch, though not really very difficult, none the less needs a bit more technique than I possessed at that time, and I was terribly impeded by my nailed boots, which kept slipping. However by means of desperate energy and grim determination I succeeded in wedging my way slowly upwards, panting like a seal, amid the horrid scraping of my boots. In this way I got quite close to a ledge, but unfortunately at this point the crack, which had been vertical, became slightly overhanging. In order to get up the last few feet I had to free my body from the crack as much as possible, and give up the relative safety of my wedging, in order to reach holds which would make possible the final move on to the ledge: what climbers call a ‘mantelshelf’ movement. Pretty well exhausted by my efforts, I hesitated a long time before making up my mind. Finally, summoning up all my determination, I went at it with the energy of despair … but at the very moment my fingers gripped the coveted holds my feet shot out from under me and left me swinging from my hands. Never since that day have I experienced so vividly the feeling that my fingers would open, that I would inexorably be dashed to death on the rocks below. Only those unsuspected reserves that one learns of in the most desperate situations enabled me to make that saving mantelshelf.


Well, so I had got up: but we weren’t much better off as a result. When you play at being guides, you’ve got to get your clients up too. How was I going to help my heavy, clumsy companion, who would not be able to climb an inch of the pitch on her own? It was a horrifying problem for an exhausted boy of less than thirteen.


Very fortunately for us, a small tree had been so good as to grow close to the top of the crack, and thanks to this we were able to get ourselves out of a scrape which otherwise had no apparent solution but a bivouac and a rescue party. Each time I managed to hoist Georgette a few inches by a ferocious burst of strength, I was able to block the rope from slipping back round the trunk of the tree. This would give me sufficient rest to recover the energy for another pull of a few inches, and so, inch by inch, despite the sobs and protests of my half-suffocated companion, I finally got her up to me. The difficulties were now all over, the other party was joined, and the descent effected uneventfully.


This depressing experience as leader of a rope left me with a lack of self-confidence which hindered my climbing career for a long time. I came to the conclusion that mountaineering was reserved for a few athletes of superhuman courage, strength and agility. Perhaps my lack of aptitude was due to insufficient strength? I therefore set myself to intensive daily physical culture, acquiring enormous arms for a boy of my age without, however, being able to climb any better as a result.


A second try at the Grange Gully turned out as much of a fiasco as the first. This time I was accompanied by my cousin Michel Chevallier, later to become an excellent mountaineer. At this time he had done no climbing at all, and so, although I was the younger by three years, I found myself again in the lead. This time the first pitch went without any excitement, but I didn’t seem to be able to get up the last few feet of a chimney which followed. In order to get the better of this bit we had to perform some acrobatics, in which my cousin jammed himself across the chimney between its two walls and I climbed up on to his shoulders. My boot-nails bit into his flesh as I searched around for the holds above, wringing groans of suffering out of him. Once we were safely up this chimney Michel would not hear of continuing such a doubtful enterprise, and I returned to Grenoble sulky and disappointed at this new set-back.


On my next visit to Chamonix I did some more climbs with a guide, but unfortunately the one I employed was completely lacking in imagination or any spirit of enterprise, sticking the whole time to conventional routes of little difficulty. Furthermore he entertained a strong interest in the waitresses in the alpine huts, whatever their age and appearance. In order to return as quickly as possible to these dreams of delight, we almost ran up our climbs, and where I didn’t climb fast enough for his taste he would drag me with the rope. In conditions like this it was difficult to perfect one’s technique, and in fact I made hardly any progress that season.


The following winter, however, the gift for skiing which I had had since early childhood began to mature. In the regional competitions of the Dauphine no boy of my own age could keep up with me any more, and for this reason I was allowed to compete with the juniors and even the seniors. Despite this I still managed to carry off some of the prizes. Some people began to say that I had the makings of an international champion, and what was more serious, I began to believe them. From this time on, skiing occupied an always larger place in my life. After the winter was over I continued to go out every Sunday to practise skiing at high altitude up in the hills.


With the return of summer I went back to the Chamonix valley, where my mother had had a modest chalet built close to the charming ‘Hameau des Bois’. During the course of this season, I persuaded my guide to take me on the traverse of the Grépon – to ‘traverse’ a peak in climbing parlance means to go up one side and down another. Now in those days equipment was still quite rudimentary, and, in particular, people still climbed in nails. The mental approach to mountains was also quite different from what it has become today. The traverse of the Grépon was still considered a very serious undertaking, for proven climbers only. Even with a guide, it was most unusual to do such a thing at the age of fourteen. I had read all the stories about the climb, especially that of the first ascent by Mummery, with passionate enthusiasm, and my youthful aspirations had fixed on it more than all others. For months I had dreamed of the day when I might tread its famous battlemented crest, composed of gigantic, geometrically shaped blocks of granite.


As the price for an enterprise of this kind was relatively high, I asked one of my friends, Alain Schmit, to share it with me. Alain was little older than myself, but he was a most gifted climber who had already done a number of classic routes. My guide knew all about him and had no objection to him coming along with us.


And so, one clear starry night, towards three o’clock in the morning, we set out from the old Montenvers Hotel which is the usual base for the Grépon. I was radiant with joy at the thought that, at long last, I was going to face one of the great Alpine routes. I felt bursting with energy and fitness. The day dawned magnificently fine, and it seemed that nothing stood between us and the enchanted hours of a good climb perfectly executed. I had forgotten one important detail, however: the Montenvers had not just one or two waitresses like the high huts, but at least a dozen. I shortly began to understand that the pace of my guide was directly proportional to the number of waitresses awaiting his return. Instead of contenting himself with his usual very fast walk, he was literally running! Alain and I were both good goers, and in training. We were also vigorous boys, and conscious of being so. Out of pride, therefore, we tried to keep up with the furious pace of our guide: but it was our pride that was our undoing.


Everything went quite well on the path, and even on the earlier part of the climb. After a few hours, however, we began to feel tired; and somewhere about the middle of the Charmoz-Grépon Couloir I started to weaken and asked the guide to slow up a little. He would hear of nothing of the sort. Despite the complete absence of clouds he declared a storm to be imminent, and averred we ought to hurry up. It was only very much later that I learned how useful rumours of storms could be to a guide!


At the foot of the Mummery crack, Alain and I, pretty well asphyxiated by our frenzied efforts, were at the end of our tether. Not far from tears, I begged the guide for a moment’s rest and a little food, but he remained inflexible. He was an excellent climber, and a few seconds later he was at the top of the famous pitch: at once I felt myself being hoisted into the air as though by some mistake I had got attached to a crane. Hardly had I arrived on the platform at the top of the crack when I saw Alain come surging upwards out of the depths like a carp on the end of a fisherman’s line. The rest of the climb remains a confused memory. Suffocated by the drag of the rope, groggy with fatigue, terrorised by the cries of the guide, everything after that seemed a sort of nightmare, and I only recovered consciousness in front of a glass of beer back at the Montenvers, well before noon, under a sky as marvellously blue as ever.


Like a good many others who have been the victims of the various playful little tricks which some professionals, luckily getting fewer and fewer, use to keep their clients moving, I was completely put off guided climbing by this meteoric experience, and indeed very nearly put off climbing altogether. However I did not attribute my miseries to any brutality or impatience on the part of my mentor; I simply decided that I was not cut out for climbing, and that big routes would always be out of the question. This loss of confidence in my abilities became a positive complex, and it was a good five years before a happy chance made me aware of my real potentialities.


For some time now my parents had been separated from each other, due to completely incompatible temperaments, and about this time they took the final decision to get divorced. I was entrusted to my father, who decided to send me to boarding school. The highly respectable institution he chose was a small seminary which, owing to its proximity to Grenoble, had got gradually diverted from its original purpose into a more or less open type of school. The rules and traditions had not changed accordingly, but remained rigid, harsh and anachronistic. The buildings of the college consisted of an old monastery which had been built in a magnificent position on a hill above the valley of the Isere, and the old walls surrounded with great trees were not without charm. From the outside, indeed, the establishment was positively attractive, but one was disillusioned the moment one set foot across the doorway.


Lacking even the most elementary comforts, the interior was dreary and dusty. Only the classrooms had any heating, which took the form of ancient stoves which smoked copiously. The enormous dormitories contained forty or fifty pupils at a time. The sole sporting facilities consisted of two medium-sized and almost unequipped yards. In this barrack-like place life was about as spartan as it could be. The half-cooked food was eaten off metal plates which were never washed. Hygiene existed as a quick rinsing of the hands and feet in cold water – there was apparently a room where students could hose each other down, but I never heard of anybody using it. On the whole a spartan life is not a bad thing, and even the bleakness of the place and the toughness of its ways might have been bearable if the pupils had not been submitted to an overloaded timetable, imposed with military discipline. To some ten hours of study were added a couple more of religious observances. Exercise was limited to one hour of recreation a day, one hour of physical jerks a week, and a short afternoon walk on Thursday and Sunday.


Used as I was to a life of liberty and intense physical exercise in permanent contact with nature, I was particularly ill-prepared for living in this sort of juvenile prison. From the moment I went there I felt as wretched as a caged nightingale. Nevertheless I hoped that the monastic regime would help me to catch up on my neglected studies, and I made up my mind to have an honest try at sticking it out. For two months I forced myself in praiseworthy fashion to respect the discipline of the place and to absorb the massive dose of knowledge which was administered to me. But the sedentary life we led, surrounded by an atmosphere of boot-licking, petty intrigue and dirty little secrets, seemed more intolerable to me with every day that went by. Finally I recognised that I was physically incapable of remaining shut up like this for months at a time, and wrote to my father asking him to take me away. I added that since my lack of scholastic aptitude became daily more obvious, I would like to give up this senseless waste of time and learn some kind of manual craft. My father, however, blinded by his pride as a middle-class intellectual, was quite unable to see that his son was incapable of pursuing higher studies. As might have been expected he took my letter in the worst possible way, and roundly informed me that I would remain at college, and that there could never be any question of my learning a trade. I replied that if he would not withdraw me from college of his own free will, he would be forced to by circumstances.


The following Sunday, having got permission to visit the town, I bought a blank-cartridge pistol and some ammunition. At midnight the first detonations resounded through the arches of the enormous dormitory. Others followed, creating an uproar quite unprecedented in the annals of the venerable establishment. The following morning at ten o’clock I was summoned to the headmaster’s study, where my father was waiting for me, apoplectic with anger, and expelled from the college.


After this bombshell I feared the worst. Perhaps I would even be sent off to a reformatory? Nothing of the sort. On the contrary, my father, showing rather more insight than usual, went from one extreme to the other; after this unhappy experience of the effect of old-fashioned methods, he now placed me in a college where their methods were ultra-modern. The one he chose was situated at Villard-de-Lans, a resort some three thousand feet up in the Vercors range. There, he reckoned, I would get the skiing and climbing which seemed necessary to my physical and psychological balance, while still getting on with my studies.


This establishment, which was quite small, was run by a woman of great intelligence and culture. Despite a relatively light timetable and an atmosphere of friendly gaiety, she had had the ability to arrange things so that we got excellent teaching. The classes were of eight or ten students, who were all able to practise open-air sports every afternoon from two to half-past four. Thanks to this arrangement I was able to train at skiing daily throughout the winter, and every Sunday I could go in for competitions. Thus at the age of sixteen I first won the junior championship of the Dauphine, and came third in the senior category.


During the autumn and spring, skiing was replaced by walking in the woods and lower hills. As my walking capacities were much greater than the majority of the other students, the headmistress let me select a small group to take on much longer walks and even easy climbs, on my own responsibility. She even authorised me to go climbing properly, with one of the masters. By a lucky chance this man was an excellent climber and a member of the Groupe de Haute Montagne (or G.H.M.), a select association consisting of the majority of the best French mountaineers. I owe him a great deal, and it was with him that I was finally able to do the Grange Gully on the Trois Pucelles in satisfying circumstances.


Conditions in this school were perfectly suited to my tastes and temperament, and I spent two exceptionally happy years there, growing considerably in body and mind. As far as my studies went, I was never able to catch up sufficiently in some subjects to have any chance of passing my baccalauréat, but I did succeed in raising my intellectual level quite considerably, and even acquired a breadth of literary culture greater than normal for my age. When I sat the examination, however, my marks were so bad in all subjects except English and French that it should have been obvious to anyone that it was no good my going on trying. For all that my father decided that I should repeat the year and, in order that I should also be able to see more of my mother, who had been living in Chamonix for some time now, he sent me to be a boarder in a de luxe establishment in that capital of the mountaineering world. Unfortunately this school was much less well-run than the one at Villard-de-Lans, and the atmosphere was not at all pleasant. In any case I had no further illusions as to the utility of the studies I was forced to pursue.


In these circumstances I soon lost all interest in my work, and all my energies went into the one activity that gave me any satisfaction in life: skiing. Happily for me the school’s timetable, though fuller than the one at Villard, made it possible for me to train every Thursday and to take part in Sunday competitions. As I could not get away until Sunday morning, I was, however, limited to the events held in the valley, and anything more than local was out of the question. This restriction of my freedom of movement led to some rather comic events. Having been selected to go in for the championships of France at Luchon, in the Pyrenees, I asked permission to be absent from school for a week in order to compete. As was quite normal, my request was rejected. At that time nothing seemed more important in my eyes than to compete in the championships, so I made up my mind to run away from school. For several days I was busy making preparations for my escape. On the night itself there was nothing more to it than to leave a message on my bunk, to open a first-storey window and throw out my sack, then to jump after it into the snow. A quarter of an hour later I was in the train, and by the time my absence was noticed next morning I was far away on the plains, rolling swiftly towards the distant Pyrenees.


My father telephoned to Luchon to say that for this once he threw in the sponge, but that he relied on me to return promptly as soon as the competitions were over. I did very well in the event, and was asked to compete, all expenses paid, in the ‘Grand Prix de Provence’ at Barcellonnette. Without a moment’s hesitation I went straight off to this jolly little southern resort, where I skied brilliantly and carried off third place in the overall classification. But just as I was joyfully getting ready for the prize-giving, I saw two rather embarrassed-looking policemen arriving. With strong local accents they explained that, my father having alerted the police, they had no choice but to put me on the next train.


After this escapade the college refused to take me back, and my father, no doubt by now completely dispirited at having engendered such a monster, seemed not to take much further interest in my fate. Finding myself free as the air and haloed with the glory of a star in the ascendant, I was in a position to reply to the numerous invitations I received from organisers of ski events. I took part in all the main occasions towards the end of the season and scored some gratifying successes, notably the downhill from the Brèche de la Meije, where I triumphed over a field which included the world champion James Couttet and several other members of the national team.


Reading these tales of a naughty boy, it would be easy to suppose that I was a typical playboy son of a rich father, spoiled by having too much money, imagining he could do anything because his parents were comfortably off, giving himself up to a life of laziness and pleasure. In fact nothing could be farther from the truth. I had so little money that to break a pair of skis was practically a disaster. If, moreover, the differences between my parents made possible a degree of liberty of which many boys would have taken advantage to have a gay time, the opposite was true in my case. My nature was so shy and reserved that I led an almost ascetic life, taking little part in the typical pleasures of my age despite the easy successes my physique could have ensured me. I devoted myself to skiing almost with mysticism, and far from going a round of gaiety I was acutely worried about my future, which appeared to me in the most sombre light.


During the summer of 1939 the thing happened which a whole world had believed impossible: war. Throughout the following months I found myself very much alone and my situation was, in sober fact, critical. My father seemed to have lost all interest in me, and I could expect no further help from this quarter. My mother, who had considerably reduced her fortune in a number of unfortunate speculations, could no longer support me without difficulty, and lacked the means to make me independent. After my ill-starred record at school I had no chance of earning my living in an intellectual profession; and since I had not been allowed to learn a trade nothing of that sort was open to me apart from simple labouring. The only activity through which I could reasonably hope to find a way out of this maze was skiing, and in those days a skiing instructor’s life was far from being as lucrative as it is today. I was painfully aware that it provided one with a poor sort of livelihood for the winter months alone, and that the only way to make a decent thing out of it was to be an international champion. My recent successes gave me some slight hope of one day joining the elect, but a career built on such a dubious speculation seemed about as uncertain as could be. To cap everything, the war had reduced all skiing activity to virtually nil. Nine-tenths of the money had gone out of it, and all competitions had been forbidden.


I spent the first part of the winter at Luchon, working in the sports shop of a friend, repairing skis, putting on bindings and edges, and helping to sell. But there was practically no business, and I was soon forced to go back to Chamonix. There I could at least go on training, and I had the rather slender satisfaction of winning the only race held that melancholy winter. I was about to volunteer for the army when the disaster of 1940 occurred. My personal decisions were deferred for a few more months.


Since my unfortunate traverse of the Grépon I had given up any idea of the really big climbs without, however, giving up mountaineering altogether. At Villard-de-Lans I had done a lot of hill-walking and a number of short climbs, some of which were quite difficult. At Chamonix, apart from some easy scrambles, I had done a lot of spring and summer skiing, which often amounts to more or less the same thing. I would have liked to do bigger climbs, but did not believe myself able to lead them, while the few friends I had who could have taken me along as a second were naturally not too keen to load themselves down with a semi-beginner. Such was my general state one fine morning in July 1940 when the mountains shone in their perfect beauty through the crystal-clear air. I was reading in my room, my open window giving on to Mont Blanc, when I received a visit from a recently demobilised climber who wanted to forget among the mountains the disgrace of an inglorious defeat. He was looking for a companion, and a mutual friend had put him on to me. Only too happy to escape from my frustrations into the ecstasy of action, I accepted his invitation with enthusiasm.


We immediately began to discuss plans. To my dismay, my visitor suggested doing the Mayer-Dibona ridge on the Dent du Requin as our first climb. This had the reputation, in those days, of being very difficult, and only strong parties dared to attempt it. I was so afraid of launching out into an adventure which seemed so far above my standard that the newcomer was forced to point out that he was a member of the G.H.M., and that in his company I could try anything. I continued to refuse to have anything to do with such a hare-brained scheme, and suggested instead the much easier south ridge of the Moine. Being unable to budge me, the member of the G.H.M. ended by resignedly agreeing to take me up this somewhat inglorious ridge.


I had now had several years of intermittent climbing, hill-walking and high-level skiing, and although these had not given me a refined rock-climbing technique, they had made me very sure-footed on mixed ground, by which I mean easy but loose rocks, and medium-angled snow slopes and glaciers. As I had thus no difficulty in following my companion up the first part of the Moine ridge, we got on very fast. However, when we got to the corner which is the hardest part of the climb, he found it too much for him, partly through lack of training and partly because he had forgotten his gym shoes. He made several courageous attempts, trembling frantically the while; and each time I watched with dilated eyes, expecting to see him fall off. After the third try he was completely out of breath and told me, apologetically, that as he could not get up the pitch we would just have to climb down again. I was most upset at the idea of this premature retreat, and felt a surge of revolt mounting inside me. The day was too fine, and I felt too much life boiling through my muscles, to let myself be beaten quite so easily. With some astonishment I heard myself asking if I might have a try at the pitch.


The first long stride out over space seemed the more disagreeable for a sharp blade of rock some way below, which seemed to have been put there by nature to punish the foolhardy. Unwilling to be impaled like an oriental criminal, I felt a surge of energy, and in a few quick moves I stood at the top of the pitch. Emboldened by this success, I continued at the front of the party. Higher up I had a bit of trouble with a vertical wall of some fifteen or twenty feet which seemed practically hold-less, but I eventually got up thanks to the adhesive qualities of the clothes covering my chest and stomach! Soon after this, my face shining with joy, I reached the modest summit of the Moine. Not a cloud marked the vivid blue of the sky. It seemed impossible a day so clear could ever deaden into twilight. We rested a long time, gazing at the savage walls, hemmed with lace of snow, that ringed us round from the Dru to the Charmoz in a cirque without rival in the whole of the Alps. At a time when France was just beginning to recover some sort of unstable balance from one of the worst convulsions in her history, we were alone in the mountains. A mineral silence entered into us. In that enormous peace, I felt that somehow, henceforward, nothing would truly count for me beyond this world of grandeur and purity where every corner held a promise of enchanted hours.


This ascent of the Aiguille du Moine had a decisive influence on the course of my life. Like Guido Lammer, ‘Having been a prey from childhood to every cruel division, conflict and disorder of thought and of modern life, I stretched longing arms towards inner peace and harmony, which I found in the solitudes of the Alps.’


My easy success on this climb had given me back the confidence in my own will and physical powers which is a sine qua non to undertaking the really great climbs, outside of which, in my opinion, mountaineering is only a sporting form of tourism. For ‘Although from my childhood I have found pleasure in the many aspects of nature’s mysteries at high altitudes, and tried with ever-increasing fervour to catch the meaning of her silent language, the bitter-sweetness and the best of mountaineering have always been for me in the rough adventure, the conquest of danger, of the climbing itself … If all one sought were a few moments of rest and peaceful reflection, how absurd it would be to reach the summit at the cost of so much fighting and suffering, amid so many mortal dangers, and by such extraordinary routes, when a cable-car could carry us to the same spot by the shortest possible line. No, from my earliest ascents I have recognised that a passionate involvement in the act of mountaineering, and the constant menace of danger disturbing the very depths of our being, are the source of powerful moral or religious emotions which may be of the greatest spirituality’ – thus Guido Lammer.


That summer I did a lot of climbing, mostly with my companion of the Moine. I gave myself up to a life of adventure and action for its own sake and found in it perfect happiness, for, to quote Lammer once more, ‘on summits haunted by the unfettered elements, you may take long draughts of the foaming cup in the headiness of action which admits no obstacles’.


But to be truthful, though I read Lammer between climbs, finding in his romantic style a clear expression of what I also felt in my confused way, there was nothing of the intellectual climber about me. I was rather an ardent young animal, bounding from summit to summit like a kid among the rocks. I had no thought of reputation, and the simplest climbs made me crazy with joy. The mountains were a sort of magic kingdom where by some spell I felt happiest.


By virtue of all this experience I began to make progress in technique, going through alternate stages of the most promising ease and the most paralysing fear. On the north ridge of the Chardonnet, for example, we found the final slopes consisted of bare ice. My companion cut very small steps which were also inconveniently outward-sloping. Taking these to be quite normal, I walked up them without any bother on the front two spikes of my crampons. I would certainly have continued on to the summit in the same blissful state if I had not, at that moment, noticed a party of famous climbers behind us hacking away furiously to triple the area of our steps. A certain doubt found its way into my soul, which turned to worry. Suddenly I realised the full peril of our position on these tiny steps, up which we were gaily walking without any precautionary measures. It only needed one false move on the part of either of us, or one of the steps to give way, and we should be sliding inexorably towards the abyss which yawned beneath our heels … in a moment I was paralysed with giddiness, and refused to move hand or foot in such unsafe circumstances. My companion had to cut real ‘buckets’ to give me sufficient confidence to finish the climb.


At that time the outlook of the majority of French climbers was very different from what it is today. The traverse of the Grépon was still considered a serious matter, calling for considerable natural aptitude and some years of experience. No one would then have dared to try this ascent without leading up to it carefully, a thing which is quite common today. The Mer de Glace face of the Grépon, the Mayer-Dibona ridge of the Dent du Requin, the Ryan-Lochmatter route on the Aiguille du Plan, the traverse of the Aiguilles du Diable, were all considered to be ‘grandes courses’,[3] and the ambition to do them one day began to stir in the bottom of my mind. The north face of the Grandes Jorasses and even that of the Dru were generally considered to be quite out of the question for a normal human being. It was reckoned that to attack a face of this sort you either had to be a fanatical lunatic (a quality attributed in particular to the great German and Italian climbers) or one of those phenomenal supermen who turn up in every sport perhaps once or twice in ten years.


Feeling in no way fanatical and not taking myself to be in any way exceptional, the idea of trying such climbs never crossed my mind for a moment, and I used to think of the rare individuals who went in for this sort of thing with just the same kind of admiring pity that I sometimes see today on the faces of my own interlocutors.


By the end of the summer of 1940 I had done a respectable number of classic routes. If I had not been so impressed with the aura of legend which at that time surrounded the least little climb and the least little climber, I could already have been doing much harder and bigger things. I had amassed a fair amount of experience and possessed an excellent sense of direction. I was also very quick over mixed ground, but my rock and ice technique was by comparison still rudimentary. To be honest, I was held back more by the subjective aspect of difficulty than by the difficulties themselves. The very thought of climbing a pitch with a reputation for delicacy made me as tense as a gladiator entering the arena, and I had to stretch my willpower to the utmost in order to overcome this apprehension. Thus, due to a careless reading of the guidebook, I several times got up the ‘crux’ of a climb with no bother at all, whereas on an easier pitch, which I thought to be the crux, I trembled like a leaf.[4] I had occasional flashes of daring which astonish me when I remember them today, and when I think about the way I got up certain pitches shivers run up and down my spine.


During one ascent of the Cardinal, for example, I got by mistake into a smooth, overhanging chimney. I overcame the problem by pulling up on a blade of rock that I had managed to jam between the two walls. Many years later I found myself by chance on the same mountain and went a bit out of my way to have a look at the well-remembered chimney. Despite my modern moulded-rubber soles and ten years’ experience of the hardest routes in the Mont Blanc range, I was quite unable to climb the last few feet. The most dangerous thing in mountaineering is certainly the carefree confidence of youth!


During the months which followed, some order seemed to come back into the world. For those living in the valleys of the Alps nothing seemed to have changed: the tourists were back, the joyous chinking of flowing money was heard again. Youngsters avid of sensations and fugitive glory were grouped again around the chronometers at the Sunday ski-competitions, which were being contested with the old ardour. That winter was the apogee of my skiing career. In December I was selected to train for the national team. My summer season had put me into a state of exceptional fitness, and had given me the self-confidence essential to clearing the path of victory. I seemed highly likely to qualify when, in an unlucky fall, I badly injured my knee, and barely recovered in time to go in for the Dauphine championships for which I was still eligible. Nevertheless I won the downhill, the slalom, and the combined classification for the four events – for in those days they had the crazy notion to make the same men compete not only in the downhill and slalom, but also in specialised events whose techniques were as far apart as the cross-country race and the jumping.


A few days later, by a stroke of luck, I came second in the ‘combined downhill and slalom’, and third in the overall classification in the national championships of France. Later in the season, at the ‘Grand Prix de l’Alpe d’Huez’, fate took a hand to redress matters. A hundred yards from the finishing post I was several seconds up on the whole of the French national team when some spectators got in my way and I lost first place by a fifth of a second.


By the time the last snows gave place to the delicate corolla of the crocus in the saturated fields, I had good reasons for thinking that my old vision of reaching the highest ranks of the sport were not just the daydreams of a silly child. How I would have laughed in the face of anyone who predicted that it would be many years before I was to know again the enraptured feeling of more than human force that comes from the utter concentration of the fight against the clock.


At my mother’s house I had bed, board and a little pocket money, so that for months I was as free as a mountain goat. I had no place in society to fulfil, no other task than what I saw fit to set myself. Animated by an appetite for physical exercise which amounted almost to frenzy, I led a life of intense activity and virtual asceticism. From the beginning of December to the end of May my ski training, and the many competitions in which I usually entered for all four events, left me almost no spare time. I even grudged the time taken out to give skiing lessons for a bit of extra money. In summer I accumulated climbs at the speed of a professional guide, and in the midst of all this intense activity I still found the energy for enormous cycling trips and to go in for swimming, athletics and gymnastics.


It has to be admitted that my intellectual activity was very much less, being limited to a few books whose serious nature contrasted oddly with the physical preoccupation of my life. About this time I read almost the whole of Balzac, Musset, Baudelaire and Proust.


Had I been less acutely aware of the fragile bases on which my way of life, so rich in action, reposed, it would have satisfied me so completely that the future would not have worried me at all. I have never thought an occupation any the better for being lucrative: on the contrary, money has a way of soiling everything it touches. Then as now, what mattered for me was action and not the price of action. The value was in the acting itself. My whole life has been a sort of tight-rope walk between the self-justifying action in which I have pursued the ideals of my youth, and a more or less honourable prostitution to the necessity of earning my daily bread. Could any mind be vulgar enough to suggest that the prostitution was worth more than the gratuitous act? In any case, outside of primitive societies where every gesture springs from the instinct for survival of the species, what in fact is a ‘useful’ action? If, in order to forget the emptiness of their existence, many people become drunk with words and speak of their place, their mission, their social utility, how meaningless and conventional their words really are! In our disorganised and overpopulated world, how many people can honestly say they are useful today? The millions of dignified go-betweens who encumber the economy, the titled pen-pushers in their sinecures which drain society and frustrate the administration, all the hoteliers, journalists, lawyers and other such who could disappear tomorrow without anyone being a penny the worse? Can you even call the majority of doctors useful, when they fight like famished dogs for patients in the big cities, while all over the earth men are dying for the lack of their care? In this century when it has been shown a hundred times over that a rational organisation can vastly reduce the number of men needed for any task, how many can be quite certain that they are genuinely necessary cogs in the huge machine of the world?


By the end of the winter of 1941 I realised that the foundations of my free and wonderful life were becoming daily more uncertain. Despite her unending kindness, it was obvious that my mother could not go on keeping me like a race-horse forever. At this crucial moment a way suddenly opened up in front of me.










	

1. Guido Lammer.[back]










	

2. A method of descending steep rocks. The climber slides down a rope which has been doubled round a spike hammered into the rock, then recovers it by pulling one of the ends. It is also known as abseiling.[back]










	

3. Translator’s Note. The phrase ‘grandes courses’, meaning the climbs which in any era are outstanding for length, seriousness and sustained difficulty, has no exact equivalent in English and is often used untranslated by British climbers.[back]










	

4. Translator’s note. In climbing parlance the crux of a climb is its hardest pitch. The crux of a pitch is its hardest moves, and so on.[back]















– Chapter Two –


First Conquests


The traditional military service had now been replaced by a kind of civilian service aimed at the virtues of manliness, industriousness, and public and team spirit, much extolled by the national leaders of the day. An institution called ‘Les Chantiers de la Jeunesse’ was set up to put young men of twenty-one through an eight months’ training. A similar but much smaller organisation called ‘Jeunesse et Montagne’, or J.M. for short, was formed on parallel lines. Only volunteers could serve in this corps d’elite, the idea of which was to inculcate qualities of service and leadership among youth by the practice of mountaineering, skiing and a rough life among the mountains generally. The J.M. was endowed with a body of instructors consisting of professional guides and skiing instructors plus a few amateurs who were admitted after a difficult entrance examination. The pay was poor, but the life, dedicated entirely to mountains, seemed fascinating.


I possessed all the necessary skills to pass these examinations without much trouble, and I realised that in this way I could find a method of supplying my material needs while pursuing my true ambitions. Since I was bound to get called up soon in any case for the ‘Service Civile’, I decided to anticipate matters by volunteering for the J.M. I went in at Beaufort around the beginning of May.


In all walks of life during wartime there was a certain degree of disorganisation, or rather improvisation, which lent to things an element of fantasy which we quite miss in these productive days. The J.M. was still in the early stages of its formation, and a general chaos reigned quite happily side by side with rigid military discipline. For some days after my arrival I spent my time, in company with some thirty other recruits, in planting potatoes. Then, by one of those mysterious dispensations which always seem to occur in organisations of this sort, despite the fact that a good third of the new personnel were farmers’ boys, I was designated to be a muleteer!


I had been quite used to cows from childhood, but had never come close to a mule in my life. Worse still, I entertained a wholesome terror for them, having heard that they were vicious, stubborn, and endowed with a most redoubtable capacity for kicking. When our group leader announced my new profession I asked him, my features tense with fear, just what I would be expected to do. He replied with the succinctness which characterises all great leaders of men:


‘Nothing to it. You go to the stable, you take the mules to drink at the trough, you give them one truss of hay per four mules, and you clean out the stable. That’s all for the moment.’


The only thing he forgot to tell me was that, owing to a short admin course, no one had appointed a new muleteer, and consequently the animals hadn’t eaten for two days. I went into the stable with all the innocence of the newly-converted going to his baptism, and if the animals seemed a trifle agitated I hardly noticed it.


‘It’s because they don’t know me yet’, I said to myself.


Dodging a kick vigorous enough to propel me into the next world, I squeezed in between two of the beasts in order to set them loose, then did the same for four others. Only then did it begin to dawn on me that I had done something rasher than climbing the Whymper couloir at four o’clock in the afternoon.[1] Wild with hunger and thirst, the mules stampeded in all directions, and one of them, baring his long yellow teeth, tried to bite me in the most uncivilised fashion. Only the agility which enabled me to climb like a flash into the hayrack saved me from being trampled to death. I would probably have been stuck there for hours if, finding the door open, the mules had not burst out into the village in an unbridled cavalcade. Fortunately I was speedily relieved of my duties as a muleteer, and sent off to be part of a team building new military quarters about five thousand feet up in the high pastures of Roseland.


The chalet in which we had to install ourselves was primitive in the extreme. Everything normally considered necessary to the maintenance of a group of men, even in the hardest sort of conditions, was lacking – camp-beds, mattresses, blankets, even a stove. All these things needed to be got up as quickly as possible, but, the season being very late that year, Roseland was still half buried in snow, and the last two or three miles of the road were unusable. The only method of transport was our own backs. The work of my own team consisted mainly of doing all this carrying. We had to do just one trip a day which, with a load of about a hundred pounds, took around three hours for the return journey. The hours were thus short, but the work required more than average energy, particularly inasmuch as, sleeping on the bare ground and eating inadequate food, simply to survive demanded a constant output. For this reason the team was made up of the stronger men. Used to working with mules, I was perfectly designed to replace them when the need arose!


The rough life we led at Roseland suited me ideally, except that three hours of work, however laborious, were not enough to appease my energies, so that I had to look around for other methods. With a few friends of similar tastes, I used to get up before dawn every day and climb the two thousand feet to the Grande Berge, a peak overlooking Roseland, on skis. After a swift downhill run came breakfast, then I would do a first carry, and in the afternoon another. Then the loads began to seem too light, so I started taking a little more each day. Some of the other porters joined in the game, which became a daily competition, until we were carrying up to a hundred and thirty odd pounds at a time.


It should be added that in those early days of the J.M. there reigned a wonderful team spirit and good humour. Our ideal may have been rather too simple, but most of us really did have an ideal for which we were willing to give our utmost strength. It was all very inspiring. In this atmosphere of shared high spirits and exhausting labour I passed days of intense and utter happiness. In the words of Schiller, ‘In giving of itself without reserve, unfettered power knows its own joy’.


Once the snow had melted, the life of our troop changed completely. Our time was divided between forestry, ski-mountaineering, physical culture and, in a milder sort of way, climbing. The professional guides and instructors played a purely technical role, and the disciplinary side was looked after by the various grades of ‘leaders’. These were mostly officers or non-commissioned officers from the disbanded air force. Most of them knew little about mountains and their lore, and some of them loathed the whole business. For this reason mountain activity was not always taken as far as it should have been, despite the enthusiasm of both the instructors and the volunteers.


The activity of each group depended a lot on the tastes of its leader, who might give priority according to his preferences to skiing, climbing, hill-walking, manual labour or cultural activities. By a stroke of luck our leader was an ex-N.C.O. of alpine troops, an experienced mountaineer, and a one-time ‘Bleausard’.[2] Thanks to him our time was mainly spent on long ski excursions along the high ridges of Beaufortin, or else in rock climbing. We worked out a number of practice grounds along the foot of the limestone pinnacles and crags above Roseland. At least twice a week we had to undergo half a day’s climbing. I had no trouble in outclassing most of the others on these occasions, but one, named Charles, sometimes outdid me. Tremendous competitions resulted when, our safety ensured by a rope from above, we would strive to surpass each other by means of the most spectacular rock-gymnastics.


It was now that I first met Gaston Rébuffat. He was attached to a troop quartered in the picturesque Arèche valley, with its dense pine forests and lush pastures dotted with old rustic chalets. There being no rocks to climb in that pastoral area, this troop was forced to come up to Roseland for the purpose. Caught by the rain one day, they took shelter in our chalet, and somebody told me that among them was a young fellow from Marseilles who claimed to have done some big climbs. I had often heard about the wonderful training ground formed by the ‘calanques’, the rocky coast near Marseilles, and I excitedly got myself introduced to the new phenomenon.


In those days Rébuffat was of rather startling appearance at first sight, tall, thin and stiff as the letter I. His narrow features were animated by two small, black, piercing eyes and his somewhat formal manners and learned turn of phrase contrasted comically with a noticeable Marseilles accent. All this took me a bit by surprise, but after a slightly strained beginning a mutual sympathy grew up quickly, and we spent the whole afternoon walking around in the rain talking climbing. As you would expect, each asked the other what he had done. I was astonished to learn that, without any other experience than the rock gymnastic technique learnt in the Calanques, Rébuffat had done high mountain routes equivalent to my ultimate ambitions. The conversation came round to our future projects next, and again, his seemed completely extravagant to me. His whole conception of mountaineering, normal enough today, was far in advance of its time and entirely novel as far as I was concerned.


Among all the climbers I had met up to that time mountaineering was a sort of religious art, with its own traditions, hierarchies and taboos, in which cold reason played quite a small part. Having grown up among the priesthood, I had blindly observed all the rites and accepted the articles of the creed. To Rébuffat this was all a lot of outdated rubbish. His sceptical mind was free of all prejudices: in his view what mattered was to be a really good rock climber, and will-power and courage would look after the rest. In support of his theory he cited examples of well-known German and Italian climbers who, with no other experience than what they had gained in the Dolomites and other lower limestone ranges of the eastern Alps, had put up some of the hardest high mountain routes. With implacable logic he drew the conclusion that what was possible for Germans and Italians was possible for Frenchmen too. Pushing his argument to its end, he reasoned that since he considered (rightly) that he was a really good rock climber, and had plenty of will-power and courage, he would shortly climb the fiercest faces in the Alps, even including the north faces of the Eiger and the Grandes Jorasses, then ranked as the ‘top two’.


For one who, like myself, climbed instinctively because, when the glaciers were shining in the sun and the rock-needles picked out against the blue of the sky, he felt an impetuous need of action surge through his muscles, this methodical will, these carefully worked-out theories, this self-confidence and cold ambition were quite bewildering. As I listened to him I was plunged into an indefinable mixture of amused scepticism, respectful admiration and vague desire.


Some time after this encounter I was chosen to go on a leader’s course at the J.M. Central School at La Chapelle-en-Valgaudemar, in the south of the Oisans range. My rival Charles and Rébuffat were both going along too. At Roseland our leader had been changed, and all the pleasantness of our life went with him. Commanded by a narrow-minded brute, set to work on boring and ill-organised projects, we led a pointless existence which began to weigh heavily on me. The news of my departure for the mountains made me happy again, and some of my comrades told me that when the order was read out by the leader my face was so lit up with joy that nobody could help noticing it despite the fact that we were standing rigidly to attention.


I had now lived for some years in the over-civilised Chamonix valley where cable-cars, rack railways and comfortable refuges combine to make climbing a less rugged pastime. I was used to the elegant majesty of rock spires, to the splendour of Mont Blanc’s masses of hanging ice, and to the charms of the green pastures of Savoy. When I got to La Chapelle-en-Valgaudemar, I felt as much out of my own world as if I had suddenly been transported to Tibet. Everything in this valley was new to me, both man and nature. There were no elegant rock spires soaring into the sky like flames, no imposing glaciers to gladden the heart with the contrast of their whiteness against the blue of the sky and the green of the meadows. There were no fat pastures speckled with flowers; no prosperous-looking herds with bells tinkling among the peace of nature; no big chalets with wide, pine-shingled roofs looking as though built to last forever; no noisy bands of tourists; no mechanical contrivances disturbing the solitude of the summits.


Here nature was in a harsher mood, but remained almost unspoiled. The inhabitants seemed to be living in another century. The mountains with their rounded crests resembled ruined castles, their dark walls mouldering into vast screes and arid patches of scraggy grass. Only a few dirty snow-gullies and moraine-covered glaciers relieved the sternness of the scene. At the foot of these somewhat unattractive summits was squeezed the valley, where men, apparently hardly out of the Middle Ages, lived wretchedly in moss-thatched hovels, fighting with a hostile nature for every inch of cultivable earth. Right up to the very edge of the mountain little fields of low grass and thinly sown com showed among the wastes of boulders like a green and yellow patchwork quilt.


In the village of La Chapelle the tarmacked road and a few small hotels formed the outpost of the modern world, but as one went farther up the valley the signs of civilisation gradually faded out. At the very end was the hamlet of Rif-du-Sap, perched between two avalanche gullies, where life was as primitive as in many parts of the Himalaya. Nevertheless the bareness and rusticity of Valgaudemar did have a certain austere poetry about them. They gave just the same kind of feeling of being at the ends of the earth that I recognised again with delight when, years later, I visited the remote mountains of Asia and America.


The J.M. Central School occupied a few old buildings in the middle of La Chapelle. Since we were going simultaneously through the courses for team leaders and rope leaders, we led a life so hard and active that, if I did not still possess notes made at the time, I would be tempted to think my memory guilty of exaggerating.


The ascents that we did every week were in a different style from what I was used to in the Mont Blanc range. There was comparatively little rock climbing about them, and what there was was seldom very difficult. These great rubbish heaps of mountains were more a question of unending trudges among steep, slippery grass, rabbit warrens, and moraines of loose boulders. The habit of the school was to send us up to remote huts loaded like mules and at competition speed. In the same way, climbs were carried out at such speed that the majority of students ended up in a state of complete exhaustion. Given the fact that in those days there was very little food around, these mountain trips were profoundly tiring even for the toughest, and when we got back to the Centre after three or four days we were all more or less done in.


But we were far from being allowed to rest for the remainder of the week. An iron discipline imposed ten to fourteen hours of work every day. We were up at six, and it was usual for us to get back to our beds at midnight without having had any other time off than what was necessary for meals – if one could so term the absorption of a few ill-cooked vegetables, whose main nutritive value came from the in-numerable flies stuck to the plate.


The day would begin with perhaps three-quarters of an hour of high-speed physical training. The rest of the morning would be spent at some kind of manual labour, wood fatigue or improving mountain tracks. The afternoons began with a rock climbing session on a small local crag, followed by lectures or study. After the evening meal we still had to attend cultural classes or rehearsals for a sort of music hall act called ‘passing out’ with which each course ended. Naturally all the activities were carried on at top speed, and the least little movement from one place to another was carried out at the double, and singing.


The method of character training at the J.M. Central School was, it appeared, modelled on that of the military colleges, and every day we had the opportunity of measuring its full excellence. However unexpected the ideas may be which germinate in the brain of the brass-hatted pedagogue, anyone would at least agree that they were formulated at a time when there was enough to eat to support such a painful existence. But in those days, when the whole of France was starving, this was decidedly not the case. After three weeks about half the course were at the end of their strength, and the rest were more or less run down. Probably due to the inadequate nourishment we were nearly all suffering from a painful illness. The smallest scratches would turn into festering wounds which grew larger every day and resisted all attempts at medication. In varying degrees, we all had our hands, forearms, calves and feet covered in these agonising sores.


The course, which had begun in enthusiasm, turned into a sort of hell as the days went on. Without the impulsion of the ideals which remained in us like the voice of conscience and gave an unguessed-of endurance, such trials would have been insupportable. We told ourselves that anyone who could not take it was unworthy to be called a man. Had it been otherwise there would have been no motive to resist the temptation of the sick-bay, or even of the liberty of desertion. One might suppose that the leaders who imposed such an inhuman regime were mere bloodthirsty brutes, Nazis worthy of service in the S.S. Nothing could be farther from the truth, because in reality the great majority of them were likeable and intelligent men, frequently quiet and even sensitive. By what collective aberration these sensible beings could have been led to apply such stupid methods of education will always remain a mystery to me. Fortunately, after the first year, the excesses began to be understood, and the courses were subsequently humanised even to the point where enthusiasm gave way to a certain slackness. But this cannot change the fact that as a result of those first courses a number of young men contracted grave heart and lung ailments which will handicap them for the rest of their lives.


As for me, although I was one of the few to finish in reasonable physical condition, those five weeks have left a memory of exhaustion greater than any I have known since. I have no doubt that the ordeal had a permanent effect on me, and if later, on big expeditions, I have sometimes surprised my comrades by the ease with which I could undergo what seemed unusually exhausting and painful experiences, it has been because they seemed nothing to what I endured at La Chapelle.


At last the course came to an end. I had done little climbing, and learnt nothing new about it. But despite it all, I did not regret my time in Valgaudemar. I had widened my horizons, met new men and new mountains, and had been enriched by an extraordinary experience which I was happy to have stuck out to the end. ‘Ah, do not beg the favour of an easy life – pray to become one of the truly strong. Do not pray for tasks proportionate to your strength, but for strength proportionate to the task.’[3] I also had the lesser satisfaction of graduating first in the technical tests and second in the overall classification, the more studious Rébuffat having beaten me by a few points.


In the course of these five tough weeks which we had gone through shoulder to shoulder, Gaston and I had got to know each other and despite profound differences of temperament had become great friends. The trials of the course had not abated our love of the mountains or our desire for the great climbs. No sooner were the results published than Gaston wanted to drag me off to the famous north-west face of the Olan. It would make us A.W.O.L., but provided we accepted this and the punishment which would ensue on our return to our centres, we had the chance of doing the climb. Rébuffat’s proposition was extremely tempting, and I wasn’t very worried about the J.M. brand of punishment, which consisted of making us carry an eighty-pound sack of stones for twenty or thirty kilometres. But I was not yet ripe for climbs of this class, and had been over-impressed by the tale of the first ascent. Discretion won the day and I declined the offer.


Passing through Grenoble on the way back to Beaufort the temptations of civilised life were too strong, and we decided to stop over for twenty-four hours to get a bit of rest and Christian nourishment. After a copious meal and a good night we were once more bursting with energy and enthusiasm. Despite the prospect of stone carrying we put off our departure for Beaufort for another day, not for the sake of the flesh-pots, but in order to climb the Dent Gerard on the Trois Pucelles. We thought of starting up the Grange gully and then seeing if we could find a more interesting route. Now that I had become a climber of some experience the Grange gully seemed so easy that I couldn’t understand how I had almost met my end there. By contrast, however, the difficult new variation that we put up that day on the wall between the Dalloz crack and the Sandwich chimney was a real initiation for me into certain forms of artificial climbing, which I had never tried till then.[4]


Gaston got a long way up by the use of a good many pitons, but was then stopped by an overhang. He tried several times to climb it free but without success. I then had a try at it and greatly to my surprise got up, despite an annoying trembling of the limbs. New horizons began to open up from that moment.


We got back to Beaufort forty-eight hours late, to be greeted by Testo Ferry, the commandant of the centre, in unexpected fashion. This still-young man, who had distinguished himself by his courage in aerial combat, had a taste for dash and achievement. It was obvious that we appealed to him. With a twinkling eye and a suspicion of a smile at the corners of his lips, he told us off approximately as follows:


‘In the first place I have to congratulate you on your brilliant placings on the course you have just completed. It is thanks to men of your stamp that we are going to build a brave new France. As commandant of the Paturaud-Mirand Centre I am proud of you. But I regret that you have been awaited for two days now in Chamonix, where you are to join a climbing troop. Your late return has considerably hindered the proper functioning of the course, which is already in progress. In order not to prolong this situation you are to leave for Chamonix in a few minutes’ time, but in view of the fact that it would be a deplorable example to leave unpunished the grave breach of discipline of which you have been guilty, I have no choice but to be strict with you. Your penalty is to have your heads shaved – and I mean a complete tonsure. Given the urgency of the situation it will be impossible to inflict this punishment before your departure. I therefore order you to go to a barber’s shop either on the way through Annecy or on your arrival at Chamonix. I need hardly add that if these orders are not carried out I shall be obliged to punish you more severely.’


Far from plunging me into consternation this speech, subtly larded with the formality of the time and with a certain humour, raised me to heights of joy. Nothing could have delighted me more at that moment than to set off for my beloved range of Mont Blanc. As for my hair, to have it cut off was more of an advantage than a punishment for me. Although I was just twenty it had already started to moult liberally, and someone had told me that shaving the head would put off the evil hour – but in this as in so many other things life lost no time in showing me the extent of my naiveté!


At Annecy we had two hours to wait for the Chamonix coach, so we went off to the nearest hairdresser’s. At the time of our condemnation Gaston, as befitted an idealist above the opinions and flatteries of the world, had affected the noblest disinterest in his capillary system. Now, face to face with the secular arm, he suddenly lost his pride. At the idea of imminently seeing his thick, curly locks lying at his feet, he was thrown into confusion. Forcing a thin smile, he asked me shyly:


‘Do you think the old man would be satisfied with a very short brush-cut?’


But I replied:


‘Aren’t you ashamed of yourself at the idea of cheating like that? Orders are orders, and our duty is to carry them out to the bitter end. Boy! Bring the razor, and let it shine.’
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