GUIERS  MORT – ROUND  TRIP  NO.1  -  by the ‘backstairs’.

By Jean-Philippe Grandcolas
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LEVEL:  experienced cavers. Difficult route finding.

OUTLINE PLAN OF THE ROUND TRIP:  

Guiers Mort – Labyrinth – Balcon – Cascade Elisabeth – Plage – Galerie du Bivouac – Galerie des Marmites – Escalier de service – Metro – puits Noir – Boulevard des Tritons – puits Pierre – Reseau Sanguin – Guiers Morts

PITCHES:   ( this way round,  ( = ascents, ( = descents)
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All these pitches have fixed equipment, but it is wise to carry a spare rope, to check the condition of the fixed ones, and to change them in cases of severe wear.

This 5 – 8 hour trip (time varies depending on the number of people and sense of direction underground) allows you to discover the varying landscapes of the underground network of the Dent de Crolles: low passages, river, phreatic passage, meanders, pitches, galleries.            P166
The direction of the trip does not make a noticeable difference to route-finding or sense of direction, except for accurately reversing the following instructions(!!!) ……

This trip begins at the Guiers Mort, resurgence of the network; a fair- sized gallery littered with boulders, with an active stream during rainy periods and snowfall.  At the top of the boulder-choke, at the foot of the left-hand wall, the way opens into the Sanguin system – you are expecting to come back out here at the end of the trip.  Lower down the boulder-choke there is an opening into a low draughty passage which sumps in high water, by means of which you reach la Salle de l’Escalade1 ((8m rigged).  During flood, there is a detour round this sump passage by retracing your steps several metres and taking a left-hand passage rigged with an old rope – a long hand-line leads to the Salle de l’Escalade (in spring, check that the rope is not frozen into the ice).

Next comes a 1m high gallery, which comes out, through a very draughty passage called l’Ouragan (hurricane), into the Labyrinth.  Along with the Sanguin system, this part is the least interesting of the trip:  a network of passages at least 2m wide, but low, forcing you to crouch or go on all fours; the Labyrinth actually poses fewer route-finding problems than it might appear to – the passage is well-worn and small stone walls block the way into the subsidiary passages.

The Labyrinth, about 200m long, comes out into the stream via a (10m pitch(approx.): le Balcon.  Then you go back upstream to la Cascade Elisabeth2 ((6m), where a fossil side passage allows you to detour round a low arch (caution! Do not continue on the fixed rope, this rope serves in flood to rejoin the Labyrinth via the galerie Mauvisseau). 
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 After crossing above the stream, you can walk in it for about 100m until you find a meander to the right; follow this for about 50m and you will come across an upper passage (arrow).  If you carry on through the meander, you will come out at a sump3; instead, a slide with a fixed rope gives easy access to the upper passage.  

A phreatic passage is next, divided by a (3m rigged climb, then by a (10m pitch.  Ignore all the side passages, the draught is a good guide;  a hand-line and (12m pitch lead to la Plage, a sump area during flood.  A hand-line followed down a narrow passage gets round the problem.

You now rejoin the stream in a good –sized gallery4, which you soon leave by turning right into an undercut and decorated passage, the galerie du Bivouac5 – the way on is above, keeping part of the meander to your right.  After a hand-line passage, you go on through a nice passage full of pot-holes: la galerie des Marmites.

Next you must take a passage to the left, the way to l’Escalier de Service (backstairs).  If you miss this passage, you soon come to a pitch and the rigged Vire (ledge) des Stalactites on the left-hand side. The Escalier de Service is a sporting passage – you have to traverse about 30m up, then go off on the level into a cleft and use the newly-installed rope to pull yourself up a last slippery slide.  Now comes a relatively easy passage, crouching except for the first few metres where all fours is often the best way. Mid-way you will come across an area of active shafts which you ignore.  Three-quarters of the way through, fork right and you are faced with a choice between galerie G9 and galerie G1, very big; about 400m on from the Escalier de Service you come out into the Metro.6
This is a nice phreatic tube; to the right you run into the puits du Cerf, an interconnection of the passages; downstream to the left you soon find yourself at the bottom of the puits Noir.  This (41m (approx.) split pitch takes you to the Boulevard des Tritons.7
This is a major axis of the Dent de Crolles network, a ‘pilgrimage’ road on the P40- Guiers or the Guiers- Glaz crossings, followed downwards for about 700m.  Successively you skirt riound the puits Moulin (100 m here), halfway down which rests the first victim of the exploration of the Dent de Crolles, then there is the Vire Rias, and the puits Isabelle with its first section of 68m of sheer beauty; the ledges of the last two are rigged (hand-line).  On the right, ignore the galerie du Solitaire (marked Sol) and the galerie Sans Nom (marked GSN), and on the left ignore the galerie d’Epee, just before the Vire Rias.

The bravest may get more from their trip by going to cast an eye over the Boulevard de Seyssins.  Climb up two pitches8 separated by the Garnier collapse (dangerous boulder-choke, one caver at a time) to reach a good-sized gallery (4-8 m wide) whose first section is mined with dry pot-holes and whose base is cut by a meander.  This is a splendid gallery, worth the detour.     P168
Next the passage is cut off by a phreatic tube covered in chisel marks, which then changes to a passage littered with boulders and rubble caused by frost action.  You come eventually to the final collapse, draughting well.  It is only 5m to fresh air.  At the surface, a hollow has appeared in the slope in line with the cave-in, which was caused by the over-enthusiastic actions of cavers.  Return to the puits Isabelle and the galerie de Perquelin.
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A sign-post (lit. beacon) and a cairn mark the way into the galerie Paul, low at the start and descending, then a hand-line on the right bank takes you to the puits Pierre, (35m.9 At the bottom after a short truncated passage, turn right into the Sanguin system by an underlying passage, and into a succession of  low passages and crawls; moreover, for those ‘gluttons for punishment’, certain passages need to be cleared of rubble.  After 250m of uncomfortable progress, you can breathe again as you come out into the entrance gallery; only about 100m to go and you are back in the fine entrance of the Guiers Mort.
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8  On the lower pitch (lip) you can admire a fine décrochement(wrench fault) which is the same as that on the puits Isabelle
9  photos pages 164 & 174

