North Face of the Dru
Who made the first Australian ascent?
The Chris Baxter profile in Rock no 74, while interesting
unfortunately included errors of fact. These related to the
first Australian ascents of the North Face of the Dru and
the Gervasutti Pillar in the Mt Blanc Range. Keith Bell
raised these matters in the letters section of Rock no 76
and Chris responded in Rock no 77. While
acknowledging some of the errors Chris is still insisting
that he participated in the first Australian ascent of the
North Face of the Dru, one of the six classic alpine north
faces in Western European.
In 1971, four Australians, and quite a few other
nationalities bivouacked, near the base of the climb. Next
day there was a scramble for positions and Fantini and
Bell soon drew ahead of the pack and completed the route
in a day (reaching the Charpoua Hut on the other side of
the mountain), while Baxter and Bevan arrived at the hut
the next day after a bivouac on the quartz ledges at the
top of the climb.
Shortly afterwards Chris wrote an article about the climb and it was published in Argus (the VCC
climbing magazine) and Thrutch (at that time an Australian climbing magazine – it has now
returned to the SRC) and the Thrutch version is given below.
Baxter and Bevan had an epic of a climb and were lucky it didn’t develop into a bigger disaster
when Bevan was injured in a fall. Chris gives a graphic account of their ascent while Keith in
conversation has always said that the route, although icy, allowed Fantini and him to largely climb
it free with a bunch of European climbers nipping at their heels. Chris called this scramble “the Dru
Derby”. It is significant that Chris emphasises early in his article that he and Bevan were
“completely independent” of Fantini and Bell. In fact it is a surprising statement but I can
appreciate that Fantini and Bell, who were fit, fast, strong,
experienced alpinists, would not have encouraged Baxter and
Bevan, who had limited experience (which Chris acknowledges) to
attempt such a major climb. Perhaps this is why Chris emphasised
they were independent.
Now you can make up your mind on this controversy by reading
Chris’s article below. Is he right in claiming a first Australian
ascent of the North Face of the Dru or does that belong solely to
Fantini and Bell? You decide!
Following Chris’s article there is a discussion of the recent
correspondence.
Note: The photo and topo where borrowed from “The Mont Blanc
Massif, The 100 Finest Routes” by Gaston Rebuffat, 1974. The
climbs become progressively harder as you read through the book
but the grading is very subjective as many climbs are on snow or
mixed snow and rock where the condition of the snow, the
temperature and the weather can have a big effect on the difficulty.
The North Face of the Dru is number 80 in the list.

Rock have very kindly let me reproduce Keith Bell’s letter (Rockfall, Rock no 76) and Chris
Baxter’s reply (Rockfall, Rock no 77). These were scanned from the magazine so you can confirm
I have reasonably interpreted the author’s intent.
Keith Bell’s letter makes four points, namely:
• Chris did not make the first Australian ascent of the
North Face of the Dru,
• Chris did not make the first Australian ascent of the
Gervasutti Pillar,
• Chris probably did the second Australian ascent of the
Bonatti route on the Grand Capucin, as claimed in the
profile (Rock no 74),
• It’s possible to incorrectly conclude these climbs are
in the Dolomites. They are in the French Alps.
Chris’s response addresses the North Face of the Dru,
Gervasutti Pillar and the location of the climbs.
Recently, I have been reading old Thrutch’s and found that
Mike Stone and Ian Guild attempted the Bonatti route on the
Grand Capucin in 1969 (Thrutch Jan/Feb 1971) and Bell and Bevan climbed the route in 1971
(Thrutch Jul/Aug 1971), which was why Keith could confirm that Chris probably made the second
Australian ascent a year later.
Paragraph 1 of Chris’s response claims Keith “misread the section about the locations of the North
Face of the Dru and the Gervasutti Pillar” but acknowledges that “things could have been clearer”
in the chronological list of climbs. I believe Keith did not “misread” at all, he said “an incorrect
interpretation could easily be made” and that has been acknowledged by Chris.
Paragraph 4 of Chris’s response accepts that he and
Fantini made the second ascent of the Gervasutti
Pillar. He comments “if I had known that at the time I
had certainly forgotten it in the intervening 37 years”.
In fact he did know it at the time as its recorded in his
article about the ascent of the North Face of the Dru,
last paragraph.
Paragraph 3 of Chris’s response is the justification for
claiming the first Australian ascent of the North Face
of the Dru. The justification is that the four
Australians “started together”. Lets consider some
definitions for a first assent and the situations where
these definitions have been previously used:
•

•

•

First Ascent - Definition 1. The team is roped
together for the entire climb. This definition is
easy to understand.
First Ascent - Definition 2. The team climbs
as separate pairs but remain together and if
necessary assist each other throughout the
climb.
First Ascent - Definition 3. The team start
together as separate pairs but do not stay
together preferring to climb at their own pace.

Obviously definition 1 does not apply in this
situation.
Its unlikely definition 2 would be applied to climbs
on small crags or low mountains, such as in Australia,
but has been used in bigger ranges like the NZ Alps.
It’s also usual for the first team to wait on the summit
while the other team completes the route. Chris
appears to be relying on definition 2 as he cites
“Fantini helped me get on to a belay ledge he
occupied by taking my pack”. Yet his article about
the ascent of the North Face of the Dru (last
paragraph, first page) shows this assistance occurred
low on the route, just after the icefield at about
3000m (see topo). Fantini and Bell then drew ahead
of the pack while other climbers overtook Baxter and
Bevan. From then on they were unable to provide any
assistance and importantly Fantini and Bell were
completely unaware that Bevan had been injured in a
fall. The Australian parties were definitely climbing
independently.
In my opinion definition 3 best describes how the
Australians climbed the route. They were “completely independent”. Yet to the best of my
knowledge this definition has only been used to claim a first ascent on climbs on the major
ranges in the world, such as the Himalayas, Andes or Alaska. Can you think of a situation in
the NZ Alps, the European Alps, the Rockies or Sierras, for instance, where two independent
parties, climbing separately on the same day, not providing each other any assistance have then
all claimed the first ascent?
Paragraph 2 of Chris’s response was very difficult to understand when he states, “He (Keith) has
objected to me being associated with the first Australian ascents of the North Face of the Dru and
the Gervasutti Pillar”. Either the paragraph is completely irrelevant or is he attempting to suggest
more than the obvious? “Objected to me being associated” is a strong statement. What’s wrong with
using another phrase such as “questions my claim”, which is all Keith did. Remember that Chris is a
professional writer and his choice of words is deliberate. What is he suggesting? Is he objecting to
the person or the claim or being questioned?
I cannot recall Keith ever denying an “association” with Chris on the day of the Dru climb or the
1971 European climbing season for that matter. Obviously Keith had every right to “object” to the
claim about the Gervasutti Pillar and Chris accepts, in paragraph 4 of his response, that he did not
make the first Australian ascent, something he knew in 1971 but later forgot. Keith’s “objection” to
the claim about the North Face of the Dru, in the light of the evidence above, also appears
reasonable. Both parties completed the climb in a day but they climbed at their own pace and did
not work together throughout the climb to complete the ascent. Their actions would satisfy
definition 3 for a first ascent except it would be extremely unusual to use this definition in the
context of the French Alps and particularly for a first nationality ascent where such definitions are
likely to be strictly applied. What do you think?
Chris has certainly made significant contributions to Australian climbing but this claim that he was
associated with the first Australian ascent of the North Face of the Dru maybe a step too far. I put it
down to a senior’s moment rather than an attempt to rewrite history, after all 37 years is a very long
time.
Note: The letters are reproduced from Rock magazine, issue 76 and 77, with permission.

