P40 – TROU  DU  GLAZ  THROUGH  TRIPS

Thierry Marchand and Baudoin Lismonde                                                                     P179

(with additions by Jean-Pierre Barbier)

LEVEL:  very experienced cavers, comfortable in tight meanders.

EQUIPMENT:  two 35m ropes, and one spare if possible for rescue.  Take slings and some anchors as well as a bolting kit to be on the safe side.

COMMENTS:  beware of fixed rigging and extremely fierce flooding in this part of the network.

DURATION:  6 – 8 hours.

                                                                    






    P180

The two trips are similar and fairly fast.  The  classic route towards the salle des Douches is quite big, without any tight squeezes (unless you take a wrong turn), but it has two branches to the route which are a little difficult to find, requiring good technique in meanders.  The trip towards the salle du Dôme via the Polonais network presents no route-finding problems, you stay almost all the time at the ground level of the meander, but it does have several tight squeezes (23cm) which preclude the biggest and fattest cavers.

ACCESS:  Leave the car in the car park below the col du Coq.  Go up to the col des Ayes and then switch-back up the ridge to the right.  The way is well marked and crosses the little barres below l’Aiguille (l’OEille), coming out on the plateau of the pas de l’Oeille.  Go down the axis of the synclinal towards NNW to the level of the first two groves of stunted spikey pines in a small lapiaz. You reach an area gashed by a deep transverse fissure.  The unassuming entrance to P40 is 30m further on.  It is marked by a small plaque on the rock. 

The walk-in takes 1hour 30 mins.

When the Dent de Crolles is shrouded in cloud, P40 is very difficult to find, and during winter and spring, even if the snow hasn't blanketed it from sight, the ascent is impossible without specialised equipment.

DESCRIPTION :                                                                                                              P181

The first pitch is actually only 31m, not the 40m that the name of the chasm would have you believe.  It is a superb free-hanging descent.  If you look up you will be able to appreciate the effect of the daylight on a kind of hairpin-like meander carved into the roof1.  The walls are scalloped into elegant channels.  Below, at the top of the boulder slope, you start into a descending tube followed by an R4 rift, the puits du Cabri, giving onto a crumbling squeeze through the bedding planes formed on a marly orbitoline bed.
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The passage now becomes a little bigger but squeezing between boulders hinders progress.  A small outflow of water escapes towards the bottom down a rock slope into a meander – don’t follow it2.  The next part is level going.  After a small rock slope down, look out above for a meander which you reach with the help of a fixed rope.  This meander soon comes out to a 4m rock climb which leads to the puits des Trois Soeurs, coursed by a waterfall.  How you leave this pitch determines your choice of onward route.

CLASSIC TRIP:

Descend to the first landing (14m, a little wet), and go into the fossil meander a little to the left.  At first you carry straight on, watching out for pitches below, then go down 3m to meet the false floor of a fossil meander riddled with holes.  Nevertheless, it is easy to follow the path along the bottom of the meander up to two small pitches, the puits des Orbitolines3 (P8 and P4).

Next comes a narrow thrutchy section where route-finding is difficult.  For the first 20m or so it is possible to stay high, then pick your way carefully down to the floor and follow it to the puits des Pompiers (R3, P8).

The gradient steepens now and you regain a small water-course which comes from a tributary glimpsed a little higher up.  A succession of very fine and pleasing vertical notches brings you to the junction with the Glaz.  To start with there is a 4m rock climb, followed by the puits du Balcon4 in three stages, P22, P16, P18 (wet), followed in turn by the puits des Douches (P20), which well deserves its name and can be very wet.  Beware of flooding which can make these passages dangerous (fatal accident 1981).

5 At the foot of the puits de la Douche, you must take a passage which opens at ground level.  It soon cuts into a perpendicular meander, forming a T-junction.  At this level, a 2m climb along a horizontal pavement5 at the top of the meander brings you, a little further on, to the Glaz stage.                                                                                                                       P182
6  Cross in front of the puits de la Lanterne, the way to the lower Glaz; ignore minor openings and follow well-worn tracks which lead you to the exit in about 5mins.

.

1  photo page 248
7 2  If you follow this meander, you come to a 10m pitch and out at the bottom of the puits des Trois Soeurs, with a good chance of making the original inaugural trip of the Haute Montagne club, involuntarily, through the Polonais.

8 3  Another possibility exists.  On the puits des Trois Soeurs, descend the 14m pitch, and the next one, go along 15m of meander, then leave the water following faint arrows and carry on along the meander a little higher.  After about 30m you will hear the Polonais river which you can join with some difficulty, or you can more easily go straight on with the classic route.

9 4  photo page 249            

10 This pavement is really a stalagmitic floor about 40cm thick.  It appears to hang over the meander
POLONAIS  TRIP:                                                                                                          P182
The atmosphere is immediately much more humid than if you were following the stream to the trou du Glaz.  This fine meander is very tight compared to its counterpart in the classic trip.
Go 14m down the puits des Trois Soeurs.  Don’t carry on down, take a meander to the left which is immediately cut by a 15m pitch, tight at the top, which you descend to the bottom.  Then work your way into the bottom of a meander.  Next you go down a 7m wet pitch, followed soon after by another 7m pitch.  At the foot of this pitch, a tributary joins on the left-hand side.  Now you go into a meander which is high enough to begin with but narrows down after 2m.  The dip of the roof corresponds to the separation of the two networks, the Classic and the Polonais.

The passage now has two seriously tight squeezes of 23cm.  This first part of the meander is a gentle slope of 107m, till you reach a wider point caused by a small upward pitch.  Then you attack a second 80m section, a slope which becomes steeper and full of small rock climbs, bringing you out onto a small 4m pitch with a waterfall.  Finally a last 95m stretch, quite pretty, goes down towards the start of the puits section1.

The first is the puits Putod (P10) – the anchor points are on the bank going up 4m from the waterfall.  The bottom is fine, and the water runs into a little meander which is soon lost to the left, so that cavers are faced with a dry ledge a little higher up.  A 13m abseil (puits du Trône) leads into a small chamber, the salle du Trône, which leads via a small rock climb into the rest of the puits.  You rejoin the stream coming in from the left down a 4m pitch, then you immediately go down 4m. The water flows on into a big black hole, the puits Trémeau2.  You don’t go down it, you leave it for a traverse of the left bank on a ledge overhanging another pitch, dry this time (8m).  A very short meander follows it, almost immediately cut by more fossil pitches.  First a 10m pitch, then one of 9m, to bring you to a walk along a tiny ledge overhanging a magnificent pitch3 which you descend like spiderman, and you end up in the salle du Dôme.  The way out towards the Glaz is not very far.

No more pitches, you can put your kit away.  Go down the passage, cross in front of a stream in the left bank which tumbles in a waterfall (the stream you were following higher up) and carry straight on above the Serpentine river meander.   You leave this to get onto a splendid level pavement hanging over the wide part of the top of the meander.  The way out turns right at the end of the smooth pavement.  A tedious walk, crouching or on all-fours, and guided by the draught, brings you to the bifurcation at the puits de la Lanterne (PL1, which you leave on the left at 10m).  You carry on by climbing a boulder slope, then a rift, and with ease you rejoin the entrance gallery of the Glaz.  Getting out at the end of this journey, with sunlight filtering into the entrance, brings great joy to a caver.

1  It was in the middle of this stretch, in a tight section, that Fernand Petzl and Charles Petit-Didier had to give up on their attempt on the Glaz on 4th August 1944.

2  Jean Trémeau climbed up this pitch in July 1943.

3  photo page 70. The pitch which Petit-Didier climbed on a pole (à la Toussaint) in 1943.

