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  To Danielle, who put up with all the absences

  that were necessary for the creation of this book,

  and to my beloved son Edouard, who left to join

  all our dear friends still up there…


  Mont Blanc and the Aiguilles Rouges
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  INTRODUCTION


  MONT BLANC


  Unique and majestic, basking in glorious light or vexed by troublesome storms, Mont Blanc is the king of Europe. It presides in stately fashion over its glaciers, deep valleys, and delicately crenellated granite ridges. Its summit has always been prized ; its deadly rages terrifying some and fascinating others.


  The first to tread on its snowy dome were the Chamoniards Gabriel Paccard and Jacques Balmat on 8th August 1786. Since that time the mountain has enjoyed no respite : first came the caravans of hopeful conquerors, then there were the intrepid unguided parties, those in eager pursuit of discovery, and adventurers of all kinds. Latterly, with the aid of advances in technology, we have witnessed, or indeed participated in, some more irreverent assaults on the mountain’s dignity : Jansen’s laboratory (financed by Eiffel), a banquet sponsored by a leading brand of champagne, a car on the summit that subsequently remained stranded in a snowdrift on the Petits Mulets Ridge (4690m) for several months, to name but a few…


  Happily, however, man is not only motivated by fame or greed. He needs to climb Mont Blanc for himself - for his ego, to know his own limits. The desire to share enthusiasm for, and the pleasure in accomplishing the climbing of this mountain justifies the suffering and pain that such a venture involves. Back in the valley he is filled with a feeling of vitality and serenity, and memories that will last infinitely longer than his tracks, soon to be reclaimed by the drifting snow.


  Mont Blanc is elusive : it is there to be admired, never dominated, never conquered. It will forever be the source of dreams and ambition, of peace and respect for nature. These are memories to be cherished, this is a mountain to preserve and protect against man’s mischievous and perverse power of destruction. We need to demonstrate our respect for Mont Blanc. It must be spared from man’s disgraceful abuse of his home ; the reopening of the Mont Blanc Tunnel to heavy lorries being a case in point.
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  Mont Blanc and the Vallée Blanche
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  The pure line of a telemark turn


  In the Mont Blanc Massif the skier has a fantastic choice of descents and routes, ranging from great introductory tours to extreme descents requiring a high level of technical ability. The enormous geographical and technical diversity of routes, the equally diverse weather conditions, and the ease with which one can pass from one side of a mountain, or indeed a frontier, to another, have made for a very sophisticated system of ski tours in this area. Moreover, the numerous ski lifts, especially on the French side of the Massif, have made Chamonix a veritable “Mecca” for both mountaineers and skiers.


  Geographically the Mont Blanc Massif is defined by the deep valleys that surround it. These are the Chamonix Valley, Val Montjoie, the Chapieux Valley, Italian Val Veni, Swiss Val Ferret and the Trient Valley. These valleys belong to France, Switzerland and Italy who share a language as well as a culture. (On the Italian side of the Massif, in the Valle d’Aoste, the inhabitants speak a dialect of French).


  Geologically, however, this crystalline massif is much closer to its neighbour to the north, the Aiguilles Rouges. Owing to their proximity, and the ease of access to them from the Chamonix Valley, I have included the Aiguilles Rouges in this guide rather than grouping them with the surrounding Chablais area. I have also decided to include a selection of ‘belvedere’ routes in the neighbouring areas that offer stunning views of the Mont Blanc Massif. There is a spectacular view of the north face of the Massif, for instance, from the Aiguilles Rouges ; and the Miage area is clearly visible from Mont Joly, Col de la Fenêtre and Col de la Cicle (Les Contamines). The south face of Mont Blanc (Val Veni) can be seen from Col Chécrouit ; as can Val Ferret from Testa Bernard. From the Vichères-Bavon ski lift system at the Grand Saint Bernard, Switzerland, you can access the top of Val Ferret and the start of the descents into Switzerland from La Fouly to Martigny. Finally, the Arpille, the Bel Oiseau and Fontanabran (Finhaut) areas offer great views of the Trient side of the Mont Blanc Massif.


  CHOICE OF ROUTES


  Some of the routes that appear in this book I have simply had to include, whereas others represent a personal preference. The rapid advances in skiing over the past few years have made it simply impossible to list every single new line, skied and boarded by countless dozens, that starts near the top of a ski lift. It is also a little difficult to give safety advice when the rules of the game seem to change so quickly. The advice to wait two days after a big fall of snow has become, or so it would seem, obsolete. Now, the day after a huge dump of snow, the more foolhardy will eagerly embark down extreme lines on the Rond Glacier, or the Mallory Couloir on the Aiguille du Midi… And I do have to question the wisdom of such a decision. Since 1995, the numbers of skiers and boarders attempting ever steeper slopes have increased markedly. Fortunately, the steeper sides of the Massif in Switzerland and Italy remain less well equipped and in some senses more wild. These are the slopes that offer extreme tests of willpower and technique, and which really stick in the memory…
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  On the north face of the Trident


  This guide features 156 main routes and for most of them I have included several variants and secondary descents. All the principle routes have been selected because of their popularity and a need to inform the majority of their potential visitors. Other factors in my choice have included : the mountain, access conditions, historical importance, an anecdote begging to be told, and of course the aesthetic value of the route itself. The majority of them are described in detail.


  These routes are divided into two types :


  
    	there are the ‘grand public’ type that are well known and well used and are, for the most part, easy to moderately difficult (Crochues – Bérard, Passon…).


    	then there are the ‘steeps’, the more or less well known couloirs that offer more difficult descents (Couloir de l’Éboulement, Rond Glacier, Milieu Glacier…).

  


  Most of the main variants are described in detail. There are other routes, however, that I have not described in detail because they are of less interest, are exposed to more objective dangers or are rarely in condition (and require rappels etc) and consequentially I have only given them a technical grading. These include :


  
    	routes that can only be accessed by a (serious) climb or by helicopter and should only be attempted by the most experienced ski-mountaineers (The Shroud, north face of the Triolet, Pilier d’Angle, Innominata…) and it seems rather unnecessary to add that they are rarely descended.


    	and routes that I myself have not skied and cannot describe in sufficient detail (North face of Triolet).

  


  Moreover, there are a few lesser known routes, similar to other descents, that I have chosen to keep back in reserve…


  It is true that skiing as we now know it will continue to evolve, and who would have thought 20 years ago that all the descents in this book can now be done with just one board attached your feet ?


  In the end, the choice of routes and tours in this book is very personal, and there is, therefore, always the possibility that one of these days someone will produce a guide with a completely different selection of routes.


  This book could have been written at some stage or another by any one of a number of pioneers and extreme ski addicts. The list of sadly missed companions, however, is already too long and includes : the fiery Patrick Vallençant ; Heini Holzer, the purist ; the king of balance and opportunism, Jean-Marc Boivin ; not forgetting the superbly talented snowboarders such as the visionary Bruno Gouvy, Alain Moroni, killed on the north face of the Aiguille du Plan, Marco Siffredi who was lost on Everest in September 2002, and Dédé Rhem, killed under Helbronner in 2004.


  Happily, many of the Massif’s extreme skiing and boarding pioneers survive : Yves Détry, Daniel Chauchefoin, Serge Cachat-Rosset, Jacky Bessat, Laurent Giacomini, Jean-Pierre Mansard, Dominique Pottard, Eric Bellin, Jérôme Ruby, Stéphane Dan, Véronique Périllat the monoskier, the guides Jean-Franck Charlet, Roland Cretton, Sam Beaugey, Rémy Lécluse, Francis Bibollet, the ever young Swiss veteran Sylvain Saudan, the Genevan Dominique Neuenschwander, the Italians Stefano de Benedetti and Toni Valeruz, and Pierre Tardivel who has devoted most of his life to extreme skiing. I should perhaps also mention here two of the younger extreme skiers, Emmanuel Ballot and Eric Monnier. These extreme skiers and boarders have plenty of tales of adventure, hair-raising descents and feats of self-composure and inner struggles to tell. Like skiers and mountaineers across the world they will dream from time to time of that unforgettable descent on that unforgettable day and the signature they carved into its snowy mantle.


  CHOOSING YOUR DESCENT ACCORDING TO SNOW CONDITIONS AND THE WEATHER FORECAST


  For ski-mountaineers the Mont Blanc region, which gets a decent covering of snow virtually every year, offers a large range of routes. The three different approaches (from France, Switzerland and Italy via the Mont Blanc tunnel) give access to three areas with distinctly different snow coverage and weather patterns. It is, therefore, rare to be stuck for something to do owing to poor conditions. The significant climate differences between the three countries is where the richness of this varied and yet relatively small Massif lies.


  The western part of the Massif, around Les Contamines, gets snow early in the season. To the south, in Italy, the snow usually arrives later unless the foehn (a warm southerly wind) comes in. On the Swiss side, as in Italy, the climate is milder and at the beginning of the season there is often not enough snow. Moreover, in both Switzerland and Italy by the end of the season at middle and low altitudes the snow has already melted. However, the glaciated and rocky terrain of the Chamonix Valley needs a heavy covering of snow for there to be good ski conditions. While the northerly and westerly weather systems drift in and out of the valley, the snow stays and the skiing is good until quite late in the spring (May).


  In terms of the quality of the snow, the weather conditions again dictate certain choices. In the Aiguilles Rouges, for example, the least effect of the foehn produces a noticeable difference in the quality of the snow from one side of the range to the other. Snow on the north side stays longer and is often better than the snow on the south side, and the snowfall is heavier from the west.


  The wind from the north-east is the cause of certain unusual windslab formations that create a big avalanche risk on south-west and north-west faces, and these slabs sit on a layer of transformed snow (eg on the Pas de Chèvre, Rond Glacier etc…). Having said that, depending on the base layer it is the east faces that usually remain unstable after a big fall of snow. This was evidenced by the two huge slab avalanches that were set off on the Point de Vue pistes by the pisteurs/ski patrol at the Grands Montets in 2002. In short, it all depends on the wind and the frequent fluctuations in temperature as these create the ‘mille feuilles’ effect, the build-up of layer upon layer of hard and soft snow.


  If you want to ski couloirs, then the Massif’s east and south faces are in condition relatively early (March). The other faces, notably the north faces, are icy and rarely in condition before around mid-May, and the best time to ski them is between then and mid-June. During the coldest part of winter the snow cannot bind to the ice. When the spring comes, however, the warmer conditions mean the wetter snow can stick to the ice. This is why the north faces along the Argentière Glacier are often in condition only after the Grands Montets lifts have closed ! In fact, some of the best and most difficult descents (such as the Bionnassay, Miage etc) can be done in the first snows of autumn. If it wasn’t for the difficult approaches and lengthy walks out, this would be an almost ideal option because the new snow adheres very well to the soft ice.
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  Precision telemarking…


  Quite apart from these bewildering meteorological considerations, you can’t beat experience, or intuition. An experienced skier’s ‘sixth sense’ will help him to detect the subtle variations in the quality of snow simply by examining its texture and colour. By picking out tiny contours in the snow the skier can find his way down an otherwise unpromising and possibly dangerous slope. Although the point of skiing off-piste and ski-touring is get away from it all and discover untracked slopes, there are also times when it is prudent to follow tracks left by guides or more experienced skiers. Copying the right choice can be useful and a good learning experience. Even though the guide may feel he is being followed by too many people, he is from time to time pleased to have helped or even protected his little band of followers. Do remember, however, to keep your distance and try not to set off an avalanche above the people you are supposed to be following.
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  50° on hard snow!


  STEEP SKIING TECHNIQUES AND EQUIPMENT


  The development of wider carving skis caused a revolution in terms of technique. They can be used in any kind of snow, they are faster, the initiation of turns is much quicker, they carve really well, perform well in competition and in freeride conditions, and are great for linked turns. However, when it comes to serious off-piste skiing these great advances have a flip side. For instance, the faster you ski on a glacier the faster the crevasses appear and the more alert you have to be. It is difficult to control


  

  • Turn from standing


  Preparation


  

  

  

  Initiating the turn


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Finishing the turn


  

  

  

  

  • Turning while moving


  

  

  

  

  

  

  • Summary


  

  

  

  

  NUMBERS SKIING AND BOARDING STEEP SLOPES


  

  

  

  PRACTICAL INFORMATION


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    	
      Level 1 : beginner off-piste skier or boarder who can ski/board up to 30° slopes, sparsely wooded areas, wide couloirs and combs of less than 800 metres descent with minimal risk of avalanche.

      
    


    	
      Level 2 : comfortable on more uneven terrain, in more densely wooded conditions, on firmer and more difficult snow, and on 35° slopes that are longer than 800 metres.

      
    


    	
      Level 3 : beginning to tour with good control over skis or board in couloirs, 40° and other longer and more committing slopes.

      
    


    	
      Level 4 : can descend steep slopes with short sections reaching 50°, narrow couloirs and very difficult terrain including very uneven glacier areas.

      
    


    	
      Level 5 : extreme skier or boarder who can descend long and sustained steep couloirs and slopes that are over 50°. The skier or boarder’s technical ability is very advanced as is his or her mental preparedness. This level is open-ended and includes slopes above 55° that are very rarely in condition and are even more rarely skied or boarded.

      
    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  
    	Danger 1 : small risk of sliding after a fall and few objective dangers. This is off-piste skiing not far from protected areas such as ski lifts, roads, villages etc.


    	Danger 2 : there is a risk of serious injury or worse from hitting a rock or tree while sliding after a fall. The objective dangers (rock and serac fall, cornice collapse, avalanche etc) are quite high especially in unfavourable weather conditions (wind, hot spell etc). The route is remote or technically committing.


    	Danger 3 : you simply cannot fall and only chance or luck will save you if you do. The remoteness and/or the technical difficulty of the route increase the risk. It is imperative that the skier or boarder attempting these routes is technically capable and experienced enough both mentally and physically to make the right decisions.

  


  

  

  
    	Off-piste day pack (DP) : This should contain a shovel, probe, and ARVA (transceiver for locating people, and being located, after an avalanche). You should also carry a hat, spare pair of light gloves, sunglasses or goggles and a T-shirt in a small plastic bag. In a different colour plastic bag put a basic repair kit (spare ski pole basket, sturdy sticky tape), a piece of bicycle inner tube for securing skis to packs, spare batteries for ARVA, knife, matches or lighter, basic first aid kit, small head torch, skins (if necessary).


    	One to two-day ski-touring pack (SP) : in addition to the above items you should carry a kit for repairing your bindings and ski boot buckles (wire, string, pliers, penknife/leatherman). Think about taking a change of clothes and maybe a good light duvet jacket… More often than not for these kinds routes you will need a harness, ice-axe, crampons and a rope (for use as a handrail or for rappelling past cornices)… Try to carry a few spare plastic bags as they can come in handy in all sorts of situations, and can even be used as snow anchors. It is also not a bad idea to carry a small stove in case of emergency. For glacier travel you will need the necessary safety equipment (ice screws, slings or Prussik loops, carabiners, crevasse rescue kit).


    	High mountain and steep skiing pack (HP) : as well as the day pack and ski-touring equipment, you should take the necessary ski-mountaineering equipment for your chosen route (snow stake, Abalakov kit, helmet etc).

  


  

  

  

  DEVELOPMENT AND EVOLUTION OF EQUIPMENT


  

  

  

  

  

  
    	
      CLOTHES : I recommend you take thin and light clothes such as thin jumpers (fleeces or other) and windstopper layers, but you should think about doubling them because they are not necessarily warm enough on their own. The same goes for trousers and gloves. The advantage of this is that you can take off or put on layers according to the time the route takes, its difficulty and the weather. It is equally important to be able change your damp base layers. Apart from the super fit among us who ‘never stop’ and even with the new breathable fabrics, it is still useful to be able to change out of wet clothes to avoid getting cold which can be a real handicap in the evening or the next day. With a wet base layer you will not be able to get warm again when you stop (and sometimes not even on the way down) even if you put more layers on over the top. For your head : you may not be warm or dry enough in a bandanna, and a hat (or warm cap) is always better.

      
    


    	BOOTS : There is a huge choice of ski boots on the market now and you are sure to find a boot that is comfortable and suits your style of skiing. Touring boots these days can be almost as stiff as downhill boots and they have soles with moulded grips. For a long time I used very light, rear-entry, downhill boots which had two buckles and a vibram sole. The advantages of these were that they were light, good for skiing technical slopes and comfortable (with very light customised Thermoflex inner boots). Having said that, it is better not to use very stiff, high cut and heavy boots for touring, especially on the descents. The lack of forward and back flexibility at the ankle can be a problem especially in wooded areas and narrow couloirs.

      
    


    	SKIS : The new wide carving skis are so good that it would be a shame to carry on skiing on the long and narrow old-fashioned variety. However, for touring you should avoid the really heavy, wide skis with big side cuts, which are great nevertheless for off-piste skiing and heli-skiing. The current touring skis are excellent in all snow conditions and will do the job in hard snow and couloirs. I think that the hole in the end of touring skis is essential. Do take good care of your skis and make sure they are regularly waxed and the edges are kept sharp. You will really notice the difference in ‘soapy’ fresh, wet snow.


    	BINDINGS : From the simple, ultra-light performance bindings to the heavier and more practical touring bindings, the choice is enormous. There are also plates that you can add to alpine bindings to convert them into touring bindings when you need them. There are two models available at the moment, the original and difficult to adjust ‘Sécurafix’ and the more practical ‘Alpine-Trekker’. These devices allow you the benefits of your downhill boots and skis in a touring situation. They are, however, best kept for short tours or for accessing a serious couloir.


    	SKINS : With the light, carving skis you don’t have to cover the whole ski with the skin. If you are using narrow skins on wide skis the trick is to zig-zag the skin across the ski in an S-shape.

      
    

  


  

  

  A FEW TIPS


  • Before you set off


  

  

  • Once you are there


  

  

  

  

  

  

  • On the descent


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  • Roping up on a glacier


  

  
    	
      For two people :

      
        	Tie, or attach with a locking carabiner, one end of the rope to your harness.


        	Pass the rope two or three times over your shoulder and around your chest (on top of your rucksack straps), or, if the rope is long enough, each skier ties on roughly three metres from the end of the rope and carries the spare rope in their rucksack.


        	Now tie a clove hitch or a figure of eight and attach the rope to your harness using one (or two) locking carabiners.


        	Attach an automatic locking system (Klemheist, prussik loop or Petzl ‘shunt’) to the rope and to the tie-in loop of your harness.

          

          

          

          
        

      

    


    	
      For three or more people :

      

      

      
        	Pass the rope through a locking carabiner that is securely attached to your harness.


        	Set up two automatic blocking devices on the rope (one either side of the locking carabiner). These can be attached to the harness’s tie-in loop using or a short sling and a locking carabiner. This is a much more versatile system to use when crossing heavily crevassed terrain requiring lots of turning, crossing cracks in the slope and snow bridges. The other members of the group can belay the skier at the front who uses the extra rope lengths to cross an obstacle. All the other skiers have to do is release the automatic blocking device at the front (the one behind will release automatically as it is stopped by the carabiner that has therope running through it) to pay out extra rope to the first skier. The skiers behind the belayer merely have to move towards the belayer to give him or her more rope.

          

          
        

      

    

  


  

  

  FUNDAMENTAL RULES FOR SKIING IN THE MOUNTAINS


  

  • Assess the risks and spot the dangers


  

  
    	the snow conditions and weather forecast


    	the topography of the terrain (gradient of the slope, its orientation, profile and avalanche gullies)


    	the other members of your group and other skiers on the mountain (the all-important human factor)

  


  

  
    	after big falls of snow the risk of avalanches being set off by other skiers and other factors arises much earlier than the risk of spontaneous avalanches


    	fresh snow accompanied by wind is the main cause of avalanches


    	the first good weather day after a snowfalls is undoubtedly the most dangerous. This, though the danger can also persist for several days, even weeks.

  


  • Manage the risks and make your decision


  

  
    	before (preparation)


    	during (at the beginning of each observable section of the route, to be done partly on ground)


    	during (at every stage that you anticipate will be difficult or delicate).

  


  

  
    	identify the dangers (negative signs, alarms signals)


    	analyse the danger (faint slight doubts, doubts, strong doubts, very serious doubts) and make your decision (yes or no)

  


  

  

  
    	appropriate distances between each member of the group


    	choice of precise route (with respect to the terrain)


    	speed and mode of progression adapted according to the conditions


    	stay where you can see and hear each other


    	take care when choosing places to meet up/regroup


    	avoid critical zones and tricky areas (convex slopes with fresh or deep snow)


    	never start down a steeper steepening slope without first having stopped to check the terrain downhill


    	be properly equipped (ARVA, shovel, probe…)


    	never ski uphill or downhill directly above or bellow another skier


    	follow the single track when necessary

  


  • Conclusion


  
    	Humility (towards the natural environment which we cannot control)


    	Modesty (towards others)


    	Curiosity (learn about the snow)


    	Prudence (don’t forget to think !)


    	Saying no is not a form of cowardice ! It sometimes takes more courage and intelligence to turn back. To feel the danger or fear the worst is not the same thing as being afraid. On the contrary, listen to what your instinct and your gut feelings are telling you.
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