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The summit of the Dent de Crolles is one of the most popular mountain climbs of the Dauphine.  Its proud silhouette, visible from Grenoble, attracts both the walker and the climber.  The variety of its countryside, the whiteness of its limestone, and the charm of its numerous paths entice and captivate the tourist.

It is also a mythical name to cavers worldwide.  At the end of the forties, the small world of caving was in suspense over exploration news given by Pierre Chevalier in his numerous reports in sporting journals.  The underground labyrinth of the Dent de Crolles became at that time the deepest in the world.  The various sides of the mountain were all found to be linked by a complex network of passages resembling the threads of a spider’s web.  At that period its reputation as an unravellable maze, explored to 17km, and its formidable shafts,  daunted the caving world.

Since that time, it has lost its world status as no.1, but younger generations of cavers have picked up the challenge.  Explorations since 1960 have solved the puzzle and extended the underground network to over 50km in length.

Such a fascinating underground system gave rise to publications.  The network of the Dent de Crolles became the subject of a book, ‘Escalades souterraines’ (underground climbs/exploits) by Pierre Chevalier published in 1948 by Arthaud.  It is a wonderful account of the exploration which cannot be too highly recommended.

Since the time of Pierre Chevalier, numerous articles about the new explorations have certainly been published in caving journals, but the need for a summary has been making itself felt for quite some time.  Jo Groseil considered writing a complete account of the explorations about 1980. Sadly, health problems prevented him from carrying out the task.  Gilbert Bohec and I, for the comite departemental de speleologie de l’Isere (regional committee for caving), took up the torch.  Much later, one evening in the autumn of 1996, Jo Groseil came to see me and passed on to me all the documents in his possession about the Dent de Crolles. He died two days before Christmas 1996, and this book preserves his memory.

How to describe such a network?  How cover the 50km of endless galleries without rapidly wearying the reader?  In any case, it was not a question of following the example of Pierre Chevalier, who took part in all the major finds and could furnish a first-hand account.  We opted to select the most noteworthy sections of the network.  In particular, Gilbert Bohec kept the topography (survey?) updated, and his status as the foremost current expert on the network renders his participation in the project essential.  The same applies to Michel Letrone over older explorations.

We could have gone into detail over exploration techniques.  In fact, because of the problems it presented, the Dent de Crolles became the testing ground of new techniques.  But the history of these techniques has already been told, and we have not greatly developed this aspect of the explorations.

It seemed more important to us to detail current thoughts on digging in caves in mountains and to apply them to this magnificent example, following in the footsteps of Pierre Chevalier.  The caver’s view thus acquires a much greater significance.  Their new observations and discoveries provide a natural framework within which to work, a source of understanding and thus of further discoveries….

We certainly hope that this will be an account of explorations, and to those of the Tritons club of Lyons during the sixties, which have never been recounted in detail, we have accorded a substantial place.  To speak of explorers thirty to thirty-five years after their exploits is a difficult task (the story of Michel Letrone), and it has taken several years for this book to happen.  It is finally here, and it appears exactly fifty years after the first P40 through trip – the Trou du Glaz.
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1 -  Aspects and viewpoints of the Dent de Crolles 


by  Baudoin Lismonde

The Dent de Crolles is the most famous mountain in the Chartreuse.  It is 2062mtr high.  It is not however the highest point of the massif; Chamechaude reaches 20mtr higher, but its position overlooking the valley of Gresivaudan makes the summit the best-known in the Chartreuse, along with le Granier(1933mtr).

The shape of this summit is uniquely recognisable.  Seen from Grenoble or from the Gresivaudan plain, it is a formidable bastion which soars up in two successive leaps towards the sky.  The first line of cliffs runs along the Petites Roches plateau, the second, more visible, runs along to the summit itself.  More prosaic people have seen it as a tooth, a white limestone molar emerging from a very marly grey gangue – but its shape changes depending on the viewpoint.

A tour by plane would be a good way to study it.  Aerial photos by Francis Dardelet Alexander Burger*1 show the mountain like the stem of a long canoe, formed by the eastern syncline of the Chartreuse.  It stretches 19km from the Dent de Crolles to the Granier.  This canoe overhangs the great glacial valley of Gresivaudan for about 1700mtr.

