
A TRAVERSE OF THE DRUS.

BY J. H. SHELDON.

Mr. Arnold Lunn, in his book " The Mountains of 

Youth," quotes with great effect from a poem by T. E. 

Brown -.
Natheless, three places will be haunted
By what of me
The Earth and Air
Shall spare,
And Fire and Sea
Let be 
Three places only,
Three places, Dakyns.

Mr. Lunn's three places are all in the Oberland. One 

of mine is a meadow in the valley just beyond Chamonix. 

The meadow would be haunted by the ghost of a tripper 

who was making his first visit to the French mountains, and 

on the afternoon of his arrival was held spellbound by the 

vision of the Drus. In a clear blue sky that perfectly 

proportioned mass towered aloft to a stupendous height, 

while from its apex there floated a tiny wisp of cloud. It 

gave that curious sense of pain which is the prerogative of 

Beauty, and left a visual memory which time does little to 

dull.
The opportunity of renewing that memory came this 

year. After a holiday with the Climbers' Club in the 

Dauphine, Alexander Pollinger and I joined forces for a few 

days at Chamonix, and after a preliminary renewal of our 

partnership on the Grepon we set out for the Drus. For the 

abseiling involved I had bought a long length of new 

" Corde de Rapelle " at Chamonix, and in the shop had 

been impressed by its length, but had omitted to interest 

myself in its weight. On the Grepon as I had to carry the 

rope the reverse order of interest asserted itself, and the 

pleasures of weight carrying soon passed saturation point. 

We hired a local porter for the Drus. An additional reason 

for this was that Alexander Pollinger had only once before 

been on the peak, and it was thought that the porter might 

be able to help us over route-finding during the descent. 

This hope proved illusory, since the undoubted gifts with 

which Nature had liberally endowed the porter were mainly 

concentrated in his muscular system.
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We set out from the Montanvers in the afternoon of 
Sunday, August i3th, and reached the Charpoua hut 
comfortably for tea. The walk to the hut is without incident, 
except for a patch of steep slab immediately above the Mer 
de Glace, which is adorned in the more tricky places with 
steps and iron stanchions, and a similar, though less steep, 
stretch of slab immediately below the hut itself. These 
were to impress themselves on our memory later.

On the 4th we were away from the hut at 2.15 a.m. 
in a clear cloudless morning, though the air was warmer 
than usual, and a local guide who was traversing the peak 
from the Little to the Grand Dru that day set off at a 
tremendous pace, telling us that bad weather was coming. 
Even though sandwiched comfortably between a guide and 
a porter, pace is a thing I detest, and our march was 
distinctly more sedate. The Charpoua glacier was in places 
heavily crevassed, and it was necessary to abseil over the 
steep wall of one enormous crevasse. We were making for 
the Grand Dru first, while two parties were making for the 
Little Dru, and our paths soon separated. We proceeded 
up increasingly steep snow slopes until we were pulled up 
short by the famous bergschrund which guards the lower 
approaches of the Grand Dru. How this was climbed for 
the first time this year passes the imagination. The upper 
lip was some 15 to 20 ft. above us and overhanging, and 
suspended from it was the end of a thin rope which could 
just be reached by the outstretched hand. The porter was 
therefore invited to display his muscular prowess by climbing 
this rope. After falling twice into the bergschrund, during 
which we were able to make a remarkable acquaintance with 
the local patois, he succeeded in establishing the upper half 
of his body over the overhang, and by a terrific wriggle got 
a knee up, after which things were easier. With the porter 
firmly ensconced on the upper lip we were able to ascend 
the bergschrund on the principles of an express lift, and at 
last we set foot on the rocks of the Drus. The lower part 
consisted of endless steep gullys with ample holds, but all 
covered with loose scree, and all of the sloping variety, but 
with care it was possible to advance together at quite a 
considerable pace, and soon one arrived at the well-known 
frame of mind when one longs for difficult rock in order that 
one may recover breath while the leader is losing it. This
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desirable state of affairs arrived soon, when we reached a 
series of chimneys. It is very doubtful whether we ought to 
have reached them, as I think we had already lost our way, 
but our muscles responded gratefully to the new movements, 
and we soon rose another 500 ft. in this way, not, however, 
without making several false casts. While engaged in the 
last of these a casual glance towards Mt. Blanc showed that 
the summit was obscured by a dense black cloud, and that 
the nearer peaks such as the Verte and the Pic Sans-Nom 
were similarly obscured, with results which soon revealed 
themselves in the form of a sudden snow storm. This was 
quite short, and in the hope that the weather would clear we 
carried on, and soon arrived at the famous passage known 
as " La Pendule." Here we were intensely surprised to 
meet the party with the Chamonix guide, who had already 
traversed the Little Dru, ascended the Grand Dru, and were 
now on their way down. They were moving at break-neck 
speed, with the guide making continual remarks about the 
weather. After they had passed, we essayed the famous 
passage. This again took a little trouble, but after two 
false casts Alexander discovered the key to the situation in 
the form of a piton. With the double rope round the body 
one plunged boldly off a ledge and swung across a gap on 
to a commodious landing space on the other side, and could 
then proceed upwards. From there to just below the summit 
the face appeared to consist entirely of a series of parallel 
chimneys of varying lengths interlocking with each other, 
separated by good landing spaces. We chose these 
chimneys from their appearance at the bottom, which was 
often deceptive as to their conditions at the top, and soon 
one began to realize that the arms were being used to a 
greater extent than is recommended in the text books on 
climbing. Just when one began to feel that another 100 ft. 
of chimney and one would have no arms at all, the face 
changed to an easy mass of broken rock, which led to the 
summit of the Grand Dru. Here again we had a chance to 
look round, and the weather was obviously worsening, in 
fact more snow fell while we were on the summit; so without 
waiting for a meal we made for the traverse of the Little 
Dru. This began with an abseil down a crooked chimney 
which leans out over one of the most colossal and inhuman 
precipices it is possible to imagine, and one then arrives on 
a narrow ledge feeling that only a deep breath would be
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required to set in motion the full powers of gravity. Then 
there came three further abseils as we came down the famous 
"Z" route, and we soon reached the gap between the two 
summits. The ascent to the top of the Little Dru was an 
easy scramble. The view here was stupendous, and the 
precipices on the north and west faces stun the imagination. 
We were joined here by the second party, who had proved 
quite incapable of keeping up with the speed of the first 
party, and we had a pleasant combined lunch, which was, 
however, rapidly broken up by a severe snow storm, and 
as this was obviously only the harbinger of worse things to 
come we set out at once on the descent. This may be 
described as a series of rapelles down extremely steep faces, 
separated by narrow ledges and seamed mostly with narrow 
cracks. The ascent of the Little Dru by this route must 
provide one of the most interesting and exacting climbs in 
the whole of the Alps. I counted the rapelles carefully as 
far as i6t and after that lost count, but I think altogether 
we had 23 on the descent. We then reached the head of a 
large gully, falling away to the snow field, and gaily 
preceded down it, but after an involved bilingual dispute 
between Alexander and the porter it was eventually decided 
we had descended the wrong gully, and regretfully we had 
to drag our weary steps to the top again and go down a 
neighbouring one. This proved to be the right course, and 
we reached the Charpoua glacier at about 4.30 p.m. and 
set off towards the hut. Everything went well until we 
reached the crevasse wall down which we had abseiled in 
the morning. The snow had obliterated previous steps cut 
in the wall, and we had to make our own. Nature chose 
this unpleasant moment to intervene by the worst storm so 
far encountered, which consisted of hail, the size of a good 
agricultural bean, which lasted for some 20 minutes. We 
were already on this wall when it started, and it took us 
about an hour to surmount it, with the result that we did 
not reach the hut until just after 6 p.m. After rapidly 
eating the remainder of our provisions and drinking our tea 
we set out for Montanvers at 6.45 p.m. We reached the 
slabs below the hut as clouds were again forming, and set 
off helter skelter down the steep moraine to the Mer de Glace, 
but within a quarter of an hour from the hut the heavens 
darkened, clouds raced up from below the Mer de Glace, 
while others rushed down from Mt. Blanc to meet them,
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and in a very short time there was complete darkness, a wind 
of gale force, drenching rain, and almost continuous 
lightning.

A convenient rock nearby provided us with shelter, to 
which we repaired until the storm should abate, but at the 
 end of an hour it merely seemed to be getting its second 
wind^ and the rock itself was dripping water on all the most 
unlikely parts of one's anatomy, so we set out again in the 
storm for the Montanvers, having as we thought, in a candle 
and a half, sufficient light to see us easily home. A con 
siderable time was wasted above the second patch of slabs 
immediately above the Mer de Glace, as in the wind and 
darkness it was extremely difficult to find the initial steps 
that are cut in the rock. However, these were discovered, 
and we went on. But we had hardly started and were 
moving one behind each other, when there came a sudden 
gust which nearly blew us out of our steps, and completely 
succeeded in blowing out the lantern, which the porter was 
holding. It then transpired that the only dry matches 
within easy access were in Alexander's pocket, and he was 
at the back of the party. So it became necessary to transfer 
the lantern from the porter in front to Alexander behind, 
which was an extremely anxious moment, since only one 
hand was available with which to discover in the first place 
the porter, then his arm, and then the lantern, and then 
without falling off the steps to endeavour to turn round and 
find Alexander, and then to hand the lantern to him. He, 
with very great skill, succeeded in the course of the next ten 
minutes in relighting the lantern, and to our great joy we 
found the iron stanchions just above our heads, to which it 
was possible to fix the doubled rope and rapidly descend to 
the Mer de Glace. Now the Mer de Glace is easy enough 
to traverse by day, but is renowned for its difficulties by 
night, which consist almost entirely in route-finding. The 
glacier had to be crossed diagonally, to a small patch on 
the opposite bank, from which alone one could leave the 
glacier. We entirely failed to find this spot in the wind, 
hail, and darkness, and only succeeded in entering highly 
crevassed regions on the side, from which again we had to 
retreat as best we could to the middle of the glacier. The 
candle began to burn out, and was replaced by our remaining 
half. A glance at a watch showed that it was now mid-
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night. Alexander reckoned our candle would last for not 
more than two hours, and we were already numbed with the 
cold. Alexander, however, rose to the situation by saying 
that we must cut our way out in other words we were to 
proceed directly to the side of the glacier and cut from under 
or over us whatever came in our way. We therefore did so, 
and soon arrived at a most unpleasant spot from which we 
had already retreated twice. This consisted of a very 
narrow ridge of ice surrounded on each side by a black 
yawning shadow. The porter was therefore invited to cross 
this, and to see what lay on the other side. The rope went 
out very slowly, but from the blackness beyond there soon 
came a loud shout of relief, and it then became my turn to 
follow. This was really the most unpleasant part of the day, 
as it was necessary to lean far out over one of these shadows 
in order to balance oneself against the wind, and one could 
only hope that the wind would maintain a steady force, which 
fortunately it did. After having traversed this bank the 
porter's relief was seen to consist of the fact that he was 
standing on a large flat piece of ice, and we were soon joined 
by Alexander. After several false casts we discovered a 
comparatively easy way out of this piece of ice; and to our 
relief met a patch of hard snow which meant that we were 
not far from the moraine, to which we came a few minutes 
later. Providentially we had made our way through a part 
where no cutting through is required. Once on the moraine 
the situation was much easier, and the discovery in succession 
of a sardine tin dating from the last century, and a small 
piece of newspaper, indicated that we were not far from the 
main path. This was eventually found and followed to the 
Montanvers, up the steps of which we climbed as our last 
candle burned itself completely out, at 3 a.m.
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