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

The shape of this summit is uniquely recognisable.  Seen from Grenoble or from the Grésivaudan plain, it’s a formidable bastion which soars up in two successive leaps towards the sky.  The first line of cliffs runs along the Petites Roches plateau, while the second, more visible, runs along the summit itself.  More prosaic people have seen it as a white limestone molar emerging from a very marly grey gangue.

But its shape changes depending on the viewpoint.

A tour by aeroplane would be a better way to study it.  The aerial photos by Francis Dardelet and Alexander Burger1 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 Grésivaudan for 1700m.

We are going to content ourselves by making a tour of the most noteworthy viewpoints of this summit as might be taken by the Grenoblois.

VIEWPOINTS ACCESSIBLE BY CAR

Let’s start the climb at the Prapoutel Stn.  This winter sport resort is 1500m high in the Belledonne massif to the east of Grésivaudan.  If we’ve picked a clear sunny morning, such as follows rain or a thunderstorm, the magnificent panorama will be a reward for the long road which snakes upwards from Frôges through the Sept Laux massif.  It’s a route broken by high walls which invite attention.  It well deserves the name Grande Roche given by the inhabitants of Grésivaudan to the urgonian limestone cliffs.  This cliff is supported by a sort of gigantic pedestal formed by the plateau of the Petites Roches at about 1000m.  The Grésivaudan plain, very flat in the foreground, sets off this wall.  It would be pleasant (if time allowed and the weather were clear enough), to climb the Champ sur Froges and carry on, to the side of the little pinnacle, to the meadow at the end of the promontory which was glimpsed on leaving the village.

To look at the formidable east face, one should always climb, on a winter morning on the plateau des Petites Roches, to St.-Hilaire du Touvet.  The little road which climbs in the direction of Bec Margain offers a very impressive view of the wall.  To the left, the profile of the southern spur stands clear against the sky with its tiers of gigantic steps.  Further to the right, the face which seems impossibly smooth gives way to a more complicated relief which stretches endlessly into the vast open ring bordering the rocks of the Midi.  The caver would settle himself comfortably and search with binoculars for the location of the grotte des Montagnards, the grotte du Jibé, or the grotte du Midi amongst the numerous possibilities that will present themselves to him2.

To the south, the best view is from the hameaux de Baure on the road which climbs from the col du Coq to reach St.-Hilaire du Touvet.
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From there, the classic view of the southern spur is revealed, overhanging the savage ravines, coloured the ochre of the Gorgettes3 stream.  The contrast between the white of the summit and the russet and brown of the underlying limestone is striking.  On the col du Coq itself, some steps along the footpath to the south will lead to a glimpse of the west face of the Dent de Crolles.  It is possible to see how la Dent links up with the rest of the Chartreuse via the col des Ayes and the roc d’Arguille.  The limestone bastion is supported, in the south, by a wide grassy bank.  This is the famous Pré Qui Tue, the name given by cavers to this interminable slope which leads to the first barres below l’Arguille4.  A single ascent is enough to understand the name!

The ascent via Charmant Som, by the road which starts off at col de Porte, to the south of St.-Pierre de Chartreuse, provides the better view.  The roc d’Arguille in the foreground hides the root of la Dent, but the characteristic profile of the plateau cut by the southern cliff is easily identifiable, and it is possible to see, if one only has the benefit of clear evening light, the conch-shaped limestone surface falling away to the left, which clearly shows the structure as a synclinal shelf5.

The north of the Dent de Crolles is connected to the rest of the eastern synclinal shelf only by a narrow bridge: les Rochers de Bellefond.  In effect, the whole of the west flank has been worn away by the regressive erosion of the valley du Guiers Mort, which opened a cirque and slashed the heart of the synclinal to the level of the Chaos de Bellefond.  There is a better view from the winter sport resort of la Scia above St.-Pierre de Chartreuse6, but time of day is critical.  Indeed, we are in the north, and the light will only be good late on a summer afternoon with no haze.   The road carries on as a track which leads to an hotel.  From there, it takes about 10mins. to reach the summit.  With binoculars it would be possible to see the synclinal which continues up via a barre of cliff onto the cirque du Guiers Mort, and to spot the dark entrance of the trou du Glaz.

VIEWPOINTS ACCESSIBLE  ON FOOT

A true afficionado of the Dent de Crolles would leave the car and it would be on foot, at the end of a somewhat long walk, that the different facets of the mountain could be appreciated.  We will content ourselves with the main routes.  

The first, the roc d’Arguille, is short enough to be undertaken in an afternoon with sufficient light.  Leave the car at the col du Coq and climb to the col des Ayes by the footpath through the middle of the meadows.  Pass by the side of a spring.  Arriving at the col des Ayes, climb obliquely left towards the col which rises above the Pravouta chalet on the west face of the roc d’Arguille.  Skirting the crest to the north, ascend the summit7.  The west face of la Dent is easy to see, as are the barres of the summit and the ledge of the Barrère saddle, the huge slope to the right of the Pré Qui Tue, and the footpath that runs along the foot of the cliff and leads to the trou du Glaz.  It is possible to take a bearing on the entrance with binoculars.  It is more difficult to follow the route of the footpath which goes over the top of the plateau.  The return journey can be made by faithfully following the ridge as far as the col du Coq.  Go into a forest with some very fine trees.  The final part of the descent, just before the col, is a little steep.

The second classic route which provides an amazing view of the north face of la Dent is the climb to the col de Bellefond, starting from the furthest point of the Scia road.  The footpath skirts round the summit by the Maupasset collar, then it makes a sweeping crossing towards the col de la Saulce, rejoins at the Bellefond hut and then strikes up the col de Bellefond8.  If a  round trip is made by car, go back down through the Bellefond and Prayet rocks in the direction of Perquelin. 

It should then be possible to climb the summit of the Grand Som to the north-west (2026m) to finish the trek.  

Finally, for the aesthete who wants to enjoy a spectacular view in a setting steeped in history, we recommend climbing to the Chateau Nordent at the extreme south of the Petites Roches plateau with Bruno Guirimand’s book in a pocket.
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APPROACHES  TO  THE  MOUNTAIN

There are two access roads to the mountain.  To the north-west, the road from the bottom of the Guiers Mort valley climbs back up from St.-Pierre de Chartreuse to the hamlet of Perquelin.  Five hundred metres beyond the bridge there is a car-park.

To the south –west of la Dent the road from the col du Coq offers the best approach to the mountain.  This road links Grésivaudan with the heart if the Chartreuse.  There is a car park 300m east of the col du Coq.  This is the start point for the summit, the trou du Glaz or the grotte Chevalier.

It is also possible to climb the mountain by footpaths which come deom the north, which can be joines near the sanatoriums of les Petites Roches at St.-Hilaire du Touvet.

FOOTPATHS AND MAIN RANDONNÉES (CIRCULAR WALKS)

The randonnée rated most highly by the Grenoblois is one which starts from the col du Coq and forms a loop via an ascent by the trou du Glaz and a descent by the pas de l’Oeille (or vice versa to make better use of the sun).  This would usually take a full day.  The footpath known as the trou du glaz begins below the col du Coq.  Leave the car at a car park 300m to the west of the col (alt. 1300m).  Then take the footpath which leads to the col des Ayes (alt. 1538m).  Climb up the crest towards la Dent.  At the top of the ridge there is a fork.  To the right the footpath continues towards the summit via the pas de l’Oeille (which is known as the pas de l’Aiguille).  To the left the footpath passes above ravines of the hauterivian period and leads, by a steep descent, to the trou du Glaz.  Next there is a fork in the path which goes down to the grotte du Guiers Mort – leave this to climb (ropes) some cliff barres towards the Dent de Crolles plateau.                                                                                                        P19

You soon emerge on the west slope of the synclinal.  A detour via the viewpoint marked on the map provides a wonderful view of the conch-like synclinal and the summit.

Now climb to the summit to enjoy a superb classic view of the Grésivaudan, the mountains of the Alps (Parmelan, Mont Blanc, grand Pic de Belledonne, Taillefer, Mont Aiguille, Moucherotte, and the summits of the Chartreuse).  The descent can be made by way of the pas de l’Oeille.  Going down, a variation is possible via the saddle of the Barrère which goes back round to the trou du Glaz1.                                                                                            P20

In the Chartreuse, a saddle is a passable ledge between two barres of cliff.  The saddle of the Barrère is an aerial footpath giving spectacular views.  However, the most direct descent from the pas de l’Oeille means rejoining the Pré Qui Tue.

Another longer and more sporting randonnée is possible from the col du Coq.  It goes via the trou du Glaz down a fairly rough path (to be avoided during rain and in spring after winter snow), which leads to the entrance of the Guiers Mort.  Carry on by skirting below the barres of the cliff and rejoining the Prayet footpath which twists up the mountain in great hairpin bends.  You will pass close by the grotte du Prayet2.  Turn next towards the south via the footpath which crosses above the cirque of the Guiers Mort and in doing so climbs almost to the summit of the Dent de Crolles.  Descend via the pas de l’Oeille and the Pré Qui Tue.

It is also possible to make a tour on foot of the huge cliffs of the east face by leaving the pas de l’Oeille path and heading east via the pas des Terreaux (ropes), then going back down towards the Crêt des Hirondelles to the bottom of the south pillar3.

Certain randonnées off the beaten track also offer interest.  They are the  preserve of the experienced mountaineer.  One particular example is one which starts from the grotte du Guiers Mort, skirts the cliff towards the north (a pretty way in by road), crosses the ledge above a wooded amphitheatre to start with, and emerges onto a big scree much higher.  At the foot of the cliff, to the left of the higher exit gully of this amphitheatre, you will be able to cast an eye over the funnel on the scree, produced by the collapse of a sink-hole into the Seyssins gallery which runs just below (see page 224).  An easy crossing leads to a second, even larger cirque.  To the south, the cliff borders the Dent de Crolles.  The exit from this second cirque (easy small barre) leads to the path which goes from Prayet to the Dent de Crolles.

DANGERS OF THE MOUNTAIN

In winter and spring, footpaths are made dangerous by snow and ice.  For example, access to the trou du Glaz and the grotte Chevalier is ill-advised other than by experienced mountaineers (ice axes and crampons).  A slip on the snow slopes in front of the trou du Glaz entrance is disastrous.                                                                                                            P21

This is even more true of the P40 and the gouffre Thérèse.  In winter, only the grotte du Guiers Mort is practicable, at the price, it’s true, of a wearying walk-in through powdery snow (snow shoes recommended certain days).  However, just after major snowfalls even the grotte du Guiers Mort is unreachable.  The slopes and the ledge just outside the entrance become liable to the dangers of avalanches.

THE 7 ENTRANCES TO THE UNDERGROUND NETWORK, & THEIR ACCESS

The Dent de Crolles network has 7 known entrances, and without doubt there are others, albeit non-connecting or unknown.

Starting at the bottom, the dark entrance of the grotte du Guiers Mort sees the outflow of the stream of the same name.  Access to the Guiers Mort is from Perquelin.  Leave the car at the car park and continue along the forest road  on foot (be warned – fines are levied on lazy folk who try to park higher up).  From the clearing at the edge of the woods, carry on climbing to the left, then turn back to the right towards the source of the Noire spring   (it is also possible to climb the right bank of the stream, a zig-zag path climbing directly to the fontaine Noire).  From here the road turns into a steep path through the forest.  At the top of the first slope, leave the Prayet footpath to the left, follow a forest track to the right for 100m, then leave it to join an indifferent path over a fairly steep slope almost to the entrance of the cave which can be found by going round a spur4.  Since the bridge was carried away by a rock fall, access to the cave has become dangerous.

