Reseau du Verneau

Gouffre du Bief Bousset – Grotte Baudin

(Length 8 Km, VR  345m, Time 12-20 hours)

The Verneau traverse is one of the longest and most strenuous in Europe and can only be undertaken in settled weather when there is no chance of flooding. The through trip is dependent on several pitches being rigged with fixed rope. Although much of the traverse is in dry passage or in ankle-deep streamway, there are several ducks and swims, making choice of kit difficult. Be aware that Grotte Baudin is an absolute shit bath. For the exit, leave a car in Nans sous Sainte Anne. Park opposite an obvious caving/outdoor activities centre, located on the left as you drive in from Ornans.

To reach the Bief Bousset, take the N473 from Deservilliers towards Levier. After 1.5 km, a building is seen on the left, with a lay-by just beyond. Park here. The entrance is located behind the building, in a wooded gully. This leads directly to the daylight entrance pitch. 

The entrance pitch is a 12m deep descent down a large gully into a walking meander, where logs wedged in the passage testify to the dangerously flood-prone nature of the cave. 50m of pleasant caving in stratified white limestone reaches La Charniere, an attractive 4m climb down. 50m further on, the second pitch is reached, a fine roomy shaft, split into three sections of 4m, 4m and 10m. From the base, a 2m climb down and short flat out crawl enters a small, bouldery oblong chamber, beyond which the cave changes character. The next 400m (half an hour) is basically a long, arduous meander of tiring thrutches and squeezes. After 100m, the stream sinks in a small chamber, the Salle de Decantation and 50m further ahead, a sump is reached, bypassed at high level to enter the Galerie des Gours. The narrow meander continues and 120m ahead the Salle des Paumes is reached, with an inlet on the right from Affluent Paul Emile. 75m beyond that, a second sump is bypassed, followed a short distance beyond by a squeeze into a small muddy chamber. A further squeeze finally reaches the large Salle Machin. Do not descend the chamber. Instead look for the continuation of the meander, at the top of a talus cone directly opposite the point of entry. After 50m of tight progress, the second series of shafts is reached. Three short pitches/climbs of, 3m, 3m and 3m lead to a larger pitch of 17m. Below, two further fine pitches/climbs of 7m and 7m drop into a large pool, where the Eugene-Marie inlet enters from the top of a stal boss on the right. An obscure stoop-cum-crawl opposite leads down into a series of deep but narrow gours, including an unwelcome and unavoidable duck. Beyond, a series of short, tricky climbs enter a chamber where a passage back under a rock shelf on the right leads down to the Grand Collecteur, at –172m depth.

Upstream sumps immediately, but downstream 1.5 km of fine, 10m high x 3m wide, uninterrupted streamway ends in Salle des Patafouins, where the stream disappears into a large, frothy sump pool. The sump can be free-dived, and is 5m long, a maximum of 3m deep and reputedly spacious. Beyond the sump, a short duck leads to the base of the bypass pitches, which enter from the left.

The convoluted bypass lies to the left of the Grand Collecteur, 20m before the sump pool. An ascent up a muddy slope leads to a muddy crawl. After 30m take the first passage on the right, which descends for 20m to the base of a large, wet aven. Cross beneath the aven for 20m, to a second, dry aven. This is 35m high and is rigged with a fixed rope, split into four sections by rebelays. From the top, a short passage leads to a series of five muddy downward pitches, of 4m, 5m, 13m, 3m and 3m. They should all be roped. The final pitch rejoins the Grand Collecteur, 30m downstream of the sump. The next section is mainly dry, but can flood in wet weather. Heading downstream, a U-Tube is passed and over the next 400m the passage gradually increases in size, before entering the huge Salle du Petit Loup.

The chamber contains an old bivouac site, to the right of which the route from the Grotte de la Vieille Folle entrance enters. From here there is a choice of routes. The easiest route lies 60m over to the left, where a rigged pitch drops back into the streamway. This is followed for 150m, past an inlet on the left and leads through two lakes to the base of a very difficult climb on the left. This is the entry point of the alternate route. This is accessed by following the high level route from the Bivouac, marked with reflective tape markers, for 200m, up through a boulder choke, to Salle Jarbraud de Bois, where a large hole in the floor forms the top of the difficult 30m climb down into the streamway. For the next 800m, the streamway is followed through several boulder chokes and deep pools, including a few short pitches rigged with fixed tat. Where the streamway looks like it’s about to sump, an obvious passage is followed up to the right. This dry passage, which contains some fantastic milled potholes, ends at the Puits de Jonction, a 7m pitch, rigged with fixed rope, which lands in out of depth water, which can be difficult to get off of without the aid of a ladder. The pitch marks the point where the Bief Bousset was linked to Verneau in 1975, and is approximately the half-way point in the traverse.

The next 700m is largely open streamway, but with several climbs over boulder collapses. This leads to a series of long lakes with sheer walls. The lakes may be rigged with traverse lines, but these are likely to have been washed away, necessitating some LONG swims. The longest lake is 35m long so Bouyancy aids are ESSENTIAL. This section of streamway ends at the Salle de la Corniche where the stream plummets down a 10m pitch into a sump.

The way on lies along a 20m exposed traverse on the right, into a fossil gallery. This leads through some chest deep lakes, before climbing up into the impressively large and bouldery Salle de Bon Negro. This leads to second large chamber, the Salle de Petite Negro, beyond which an easy descent rejoins the streamway, 500m from Salle de la Corniche.

More pleasant streamway is followed for 400m to a boulder choke. To the right, a large ramp leads up into the large and impressive Salle Belauce, and a complex series of passage containing the famous Tripod formation. The way on lies to the left of the boulder choke, where a bouldery bedding plane leads back into the streamway. 100m of easy-going ends at a 6m cascade, just before which, the Puit du Legionaire, an 11m upward pitch on the right (which must be rigged), reaches the Galerie des Plaquettes. This excellent fossil gallery, formed in extremely white rock, regains the streamway after some 300m. 60m further on, another upward pitch, the 7m high Puit du Balot, (which again must be rigged), enters the Galerie de la Betoneuse, at the start of a long section of complex, dry fossil passages.

The Galerie de la Betoneuse is followed for 100m into the very large Salle des Momies. The key to the next section is to try and stay in the large highest gallery. There is a lower and more arduous gallery. 200m ahead, the passage passes through La Plage, to enter the boulder strewn Galerie des Blocs. This gallery is followed for 150m, passing several routes down to the streamway, to l’Entonnoir, a deep basin. Crossing over this, an awkward climb down enters Salle Christian Devaux, at the far end of which a drop is reached.

From the base, an obvious route leads down to l’Oreille, a small, wide streamway, which is followed for about 150m to where it rejoins the Grand Collecteur. Downstream, 200m of large, elliptical passage leads to Salle Fournier, followed 200m downstream by Salle Nanette, which offers two routes out of the extremely muddy Grotte Baudin.

The classic dry weather route is to follow the streamway for 100m, down a series of difficult traverses and deep gours (rope required) to a final traverse on an easy ledge around a deep pool situated at the base of the Grotte Baudin pitches. These must be pre-rigged. The first shaft is 6m high, and leads to a short, muddy passage to the base of another pitch. This is 9m high steep toboggan, followed immediately by a 5m climb up a small chimney. A squeeze, muddy duck and 2m climb leads to the final pitch, 11m high. Halfway up, a small hole with a howling gale forms the connecting crawl with the alternative all-weather route. 

The alternative all-weather route is gained either by following a 20m long, exposed aerial roped ‘no-foothold’ traverse above the gours in Salle Nanette to a re-belay, situated 10m above the floor, or by descending the gours (rope required) and ascending the fixed rope for 10m to the same re-belay. Above the re-belay, a further 15m prussik reaches a very awkward and constricted landing. From here, 25m of muddy, cold and flat-out crawling emerges halfway up the 11m pitch on the classic route.

From the top of the 11m pitch, a left turn at a junction leads to a steep, sloping ascent to a crawl, where a right-turn enters a passage, which emerges beneath flowstone in the roomy Salle Hoppe. From the top of the chamber, a passage on the left leads through 200m of strongly-draughting, filthy crawls, small chambers and ducks to the exit slot.   

From the entrance, a steep path leads down to an exposed, narrow path, which traverses around the hill, using occasional fixed ropes. A steep muddy path is reached and this is followed downhill to emerge on a track. Follow the track down, past a small cliff covered in bolts, then look for a path heading down to the village on the left. This crosses a wire fence, passes through an orchard and heads downhill to emerge behind the Outdoor Centre. Before reaching the village, do find a stream to wash off in.
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Grotte Baudin
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In addition, it is worth taking a few slings and handlines for any awkward climbs that may be encountered during the traverse.

Sections

Entrance to Grand Collecteur


900m

(900m)

Grand Collecteur to Sump



1500m
(2400m)

Sump Bypass to Salle du Petit Loup

600m

(3000m)

Salle du Petit Loup to Puits de Jonction

1000m
(4000m)

Puits de Jonction to Salle de la Corniche

700m

(4700m)

Salle de la Corniche to Salle de Petit Negro
500m

(5200m)

Salle de Petit Negro to Salle Belauce

400m

(5600m)

Salle Belauce to Galerie Betoneuse

500m

(6100m)

Galerie Betoneuse to Salle Christian Devaux
700m

(6800m)

Salle Christian Devaux to Salle Nanette

700m

(7500m)

Salle Nanette to Grotte Baudin


400m

(7900m)

