
�����������	
��� �
�

����

����
���������
�������� �� ��� ����� ���� �

�
�

������������������������� ����	���

������ ���� ���
!�������"�#$��%�����%%

� ����&����&���������
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������

&�
�
!��'�
�
���%�"
��
���(�%�(�����
��
��)�����*����������
!��� ���)��"�#$��%�����%%

��(�
�(�%�
��%
�����!�
���
�!�
�+��,�-�����.�(�%
/���)����
�!� ������%��������%��*��.�!��������
0
����
(
�1�
!�(����"�#$��%��
���1�����%���*���

!�������� ����
�*
�������
����%�*���
�%,��
�
2������"�#$��%��������%�������3����4�*�
��)���
�#�
 #��,�56�
�(��
��������
�%%�(�%�����
!�
�
���1������
6�������(�%�%�����*����
*����
����
��� 
%���6���
��!���!
�
!�%1���
���
!���6�
�
�*����(�%�

����
�(��1��������%1��������
%���%�
��� 6��5�%���
���
���,�./��%��������%��
��1�
!���%����
%��
���)���������#��

(,��
�
"
�!�-��+�������������7�8(
���
*�8
�
�����,�

�"�
� ����9�������
�



 2 

�	�

���������	
��
�	�����		
�
��	�������	���	����������	��	���������	��	���	�
� 	
������	�
�	������	��	����	���
	�
���	�������
���	��  �	
���	��������	� 
���	��	�����	��	������������	�������	���	
��	��������� , ������������� �

������������������������������������������������� ������������� �������������������������������
�!��
	�������	�
��"�	��	#���	���	$��	���	�
�����	�
� ��	��������	��	����	�����	�����	���	
� �	����	
����������	��	���	�����
��	�
��	������������ �	



 3 

% �	 	
	

&��'����	
	
!
��	�	���������	 �����(	)	����	*	����	������	����� ����	
$����	������(	$����	�������(	$����	���(	$���	*	���� �	
�
���	��	���
	����	
																																																			 																																											
																																																			 	+���



 4 

													 ��	 	

,���
	
 ��	����	
	
,��
��	$�������	
	
- ��	������	������	���	��	���������	���	�
��	������ ���	����(	�
����	��	
��������	���	��	���"	�����(	!�	����	��	�����	��	�
� 	.����	/�����	����	
��	
�����	���	��	���������(	
	
#���	01���	#��2



 5 

	

�&&	

	
&��'����	
	
)	���������	����������	�
���	����	�������
���	����	
�����	
	
																																												��	���� 	�"����	(	
	
																																																		$ �� 	

	



 6 

	

	 		 �	 	

�	 	
	
,����	���	&�������	�
�	���	���3��
�����	����		
&��"���3	. ���	!������	�
�	������	���	������	

 
 



 7 

The Guides 

�
UIAGM Certified Guide  
The highest mountaineering qualification and the holder may instruct in all areas of mountaineering 
including ski mountaineering on and off piste, worldwide. An IAGM/IFMGA guide is the only person that 
can guide or instruct professionally on glaciers and alpine climbs.	

  	
Back: Jörn Heller "... und wer gemeinsam etwas erlebt hat, hat sich auch  zu erzählen." 

“…and those that have experienced something together, together must enlighten others.” 
Son of a German mountain guide who is still guiding at 72. Jörn has followed in his fathers footsteps. He has 
guided over 60 expeditions to the top of Mont Blanc plus 7 expeditions to the top of the Matterhorn. He has 
climbed every major peak in the Alps and also climbed in the Himalayas and South America.  
 
Front : Neil Hitchings 
A British electrician with a passion for climbing was drawn to Chamonix 25 years ago. An accomplished 
skier, climber and extreme skier who began guiding and teaching skiing in Chamonix to support his 
passions.  His climbing experience is similar to Jörn’s and he completed his guiding accreditation 
approximately10 years ago.�
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"� 	
Gateway from the French to the Swiss Alps 
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Ski Touring Haute Route               (Wikipedia) 

First successfully completed in 1911 The Haute Route ski tour is likely the most famous and coveted 
ski tour in the world. Using high mountain huts to allow skiers to stay high and cover substantial 
distances, it winds through the highest, most dramatic peaks of the Alps. It requires good weather, 
favourable snow conditions and strong effort to complete this line. Because of this, only 50% of the 
skiers who begin the tour complete it. 

Since the route was originally walked by members of an English club they dubbed it The High 
Route however this became translated to the French when it was first successfully undertaken on 
skis. 

While all Haute Routes work their way between Chamonix and Zermatt, there are many variations 
of the HLR. The purest skiing line and the most frequently done, is the Verbier variation. The 
Classic route is the route's original line which crosses over the Plateau du Couloir on the Grand 
Combin. It involves long climbs and mountaineering with ice axe and crampons. 

�  	
 Sunday, April 22nd 2007 6:00 am: Guy Raymond at 10,000 feet ascending the Grand Combin to the 
Plateau du Couloir at 12,500 feet. You can see Mont Blanc on the left rear basking in the early 
morning sun.  
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Day 1:  Monday, April 16 th 2007                ARRIVAL 
 
After 20-hours of land and air travel we finally arrived at the Couronne Hotel in Argentière and 
immediately put all our non-ski equipment in one room and then went directly up the gondola to 
enjoy some excellent spring skiing above the tree-line on the Grand Montet slopes. Everyone was 
totally amazed with the beautiful sunny afternoon on the gigantic mountains. It was an awesome 
preview of the coming days.  
 
Later in the afternoon, upon arriving at the hotel, the receptionist was furious with us because when 
we first arrived, we had gone to our rooms with all our ski equipment which we should have stored 
in the proper lockers. We apologized and she showed us to the ski lockers with heated boot storage.  
 
Early in the evening, we went out for dinner at the sports restaurant in front of the hotel and then 
walked around town looking at the old buildings, churches and cemetery. 
 
Day 2:  Tuesday, April 17 th                La Valle Blanche et la Mer-de-Glace 
 
After breakfast, we met our British guide Neil Hitchings. He briefed us on the day’s agenda, then 
sent us by bus to Chamonix and later met us again at the Mont Blanc gondola. The gondola ride was 
extremely packed and it was difficult to get a good view of the mountains during the ride up. The 
altitude on top was approximately 3,800 metres.  
 
When we arrived at the top, Neil invited us to walk up some steps to the observation deck. After 4 
steps, weakness and dizziness set in. Then, each step had to be taken very slowly to give the body 
time to absorb oxygen. About 45 minutes later, we began to breathe better and we went back down 
to the top of the steep descent where Neil instructed us to strap our skis on to our back packs. 
  
We were all linked by rope for the walk down to the plateau where we would begin skiing down the 
Mer-de-Glace through the Vallée Blanche. I felt Guy slip behind me on the roped descent. He was 
up immediately. Further down the hill, he informed us that he had possibly broken a small bone in 
his right hand and that he did not expect it to cause any problems during the traverse.  
 
The descent through the Vallée Blanche and the Mer-de-Glace was totally spectacular. Half way 
down, we ran into the hotel receptionist from yesterday. She was skiing the Vallée with a group of 
Swiss Germans. We teased her about chasing us down the mountain to punish us for bringing our 
skis in the room yesterday.  
 
At the bottom of the glacier, we climbed the long steep steps to the Montenvers train which took us 
back down to Chamonix. From there, Guy went with Neil to have his boots modified at a speciality 
shop. Paul, Bert and I returned to Argentière by bus and Guy arrived about two hours later ecstatic 
with his boot repairs.  
 
That evening at the hotel, our German guide Jörn Heller arrived and he joined us for an excellent 
dinner at Le Dahu restaurant situated next to the Couronne Hotel. 
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From the Aiguille du Midi we skied the lower line towards the Requin hut then down the famous 
Vallée Blanche and then climbed up to take the gondola to the Montenvers train station and then 
rode the train back down to Chamonix 
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The Shakedown 

Day 3:  Wednesday, April 18 th                      
Cable car to the Grand Montet (3300m) and avalanche  transceiver exercise, descent to the 
Argentière Glacier (about 2700m) and traverse acros s the glacier to the Argentière hut 
(2770m=9085ft). 170m = 560' climb, 650m = 2130' des cent, 4 km, 2.5 hrs. In the afternoon, instruction 
on crampon use and kick turn refresher on the slope s around the hut. 
 
We had breakfast at the hotel. It was at this point that I realized that Europeans don’t eat much in 
the morning. We finally met Jeffery and Molly from Jackson Hole, Wyoming. These two tri-athletes 
arrived a day late due to bad weather in the US. They had missed the Vallée Blanche descent and 
were chomping at the bit to get going.  Neil requested that the restaurant make us some sandwiches 
for the next day’s climbing and skiing. 
 
We then reviewed our equipment and learned how to fasten our safety harnesses with carabineer, as 
these needed to be worn at all times along with the transceiver strapped inside our shirts in the 
event that we fall in a crevasse or get buried in an avalanche. Guy and Paul suggested that we 
purchase our own boot crampons as the loaners were inadequate for telemark boots. 
 
After the equipment review, we took the gondola to the top of Grand Montet and removed our back 
packs and skied down a steep run with the guides who were evaluating our skills. Mogul bumps have 
always been challenging for me…. 
 
Back at the top, we put on our backpacks then skied down the Grand Montet for a short distance and 
turned towards the Argentière glacier. The descent/traverse to the glacier was steep and icy. I was 
not comfortable with this type of skiing, especially with the 10 kg pack on my back.  By now, I’m 
getting cold feet about the trip and advised Neal that I can easily cancel if he considers me a 
liability to the group and that I can join them at the end of the traverse. He replied that he has 
evaluated my skills during the past two days and that he is confident that I will have no problems 
completing the traverse. That we would re-evaluate when we get to Bourg Saint-Pierre in two days.  
 
Later on the glacier, 50 metres below the Argentière Refuge, we fastened our climbing skins and 
then we were instructed on proper uphill kick turning. These climbing turns really work, but you 
need to be able to firmly balance yourself on each leg one at a time on the steep slope to effectively 
turn and safely make your way up the hill.  
 
The first night at the Refuge was interesting. A good supper was served with soup, meat and desert. 
After supper, Bert used some acupuncture to reduce the pain on Guy’s hand and then taped some 
support to increase comfort. Everyone quickly retired as soon as darkness set in. The dorms hold 
about 24 people with 6 sleeping side-by- side and the same on the top bunk. I did not bring a 
headlamp and I needed to use Bert’s when I went outside to use the WC (water closet–outhouse).  
 
At 3:00 am, I noticed the first group outside with their headlamps on skiing towards the centre of the 
glacier. The night time scenery was totally spectacular with the moon shinning on the Alps and the 
skier’s lights flashing across the glacier. 
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We first walked down to the plateau on top of Mont Blanc 
following the vertical line down. 

 
 

 
"�  To avoid falling through crevasses hidden by these covered 
bridges, Neil on the left explained that we will need to follow 
directly in his tracks. 
 
"�  After spending the day with him in the Vallée Blanche, we 
realized that it was impossible to ski without an expert guide who 
had complete knowledge of the Alps. 
Along with his expert guiding, he was also awesome at explaining 
Alp history. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  The Argentière refuge was not your typical drive to motel.  If 
you can make it up, you’re guaranteed good night’s sleep…. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"�  At the Argentière refuge, Bert performs acupuncture on Guy’s 
hand with Jeffery watching the procedure. 
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Day 4: Thursday, April 19th.  
Climb up to the Col Du Chardonnet (3323m), which ma rks the border to Switzerland. Short 
descent and back up to the narrow notch of the Fenê tre Saleina (3267m). Descending 
traverse to the Refuge Trient (3170m= 10400 ft). 10 00m = 3300'climb, 550m = 1800' descent, 
10km, 6 hrs. 
 
I’m up again shortly after 4:30 am and met Paul in the dinning area.  I hold the light while he 
inserted his contact lenses in the dark with the help of a small mirror.  
 
Breakfast was served, cereal with powdered milk, toast and jam. You drink your coffee from the 
cereal bowl to reduce the amount of dishes to wash. Needless to say, I’m not impressed with the 
quantity or quality of the food and I wonder how my energy will hold out during the day. I’ve started 
to sniffle and feel a cold coming on. 
 
We meet at 5:30 behind the refuge and ski around to the far side to reduce the pitch. The snow is 
very icy and you must get a good edge with your skis and trim your speed to avoid getting in trouble. 
We skied down the glacier along the bottom edge of the Aiguilles d’Argentière. 
 
From this point, Jörn points out the early skiers who are now climbing the cliffs directly across the 
glacier in front of the refuge. They are half way up and Jörn indicated that they must reach to top 
fairly quickly before the snow begins to soften in the sun.  
 
We continue for a couple of kilometres until we reach the Col Du Chardonnet.  From this point, it 
will be our first climb with boot crampons. The climb is tough as we are not yet acclimatized to 
working at altitude. Nevertheless, everyone made it to the summit without any problems.  
 
After resting and eating our sandwiches, we cross over from the French to the Swiss side of the 
mountain where we need to rappel down 100 metres to reach the plateau. Neil goes first with Molly 
tied to the rope a couple of metres above him. We get a great laugh at hearing her scream all the 
way down to the lower ledge. Next, Paul goes first at the end of the rope with myself tied a couple of 
metres above him. I first had a hard time to stand up, lean back into the rope and then to walk 
backwards down the steep slope. As soon as I’m up on my feet, the rope is fed fast and I flip to one 
side. When I recover, I push off with both feet so that I can fall faster and keep up with the speed of 
the rope.  Paul had a boot crampon had come loose on the way down and we needed to briefly stop 
to get re-organized before finishing the descent. Guy and Bert came down like a couple of old pros 
and joined us on the ledge where we prepared our skis for the short descent on the glacier to the 
steep Fenêtre du Saleina. 
 
It’s getting very hot by now, more than 20
C and the sun is beaming just like in July. We eat some 
power bars, drink water then put the climbing skins on our skis and begin the climb up the Fenêtre. 
This is a steep 200 metre climb where we must use our newly learned kick turns to zigzag all the way 
up. My cold symptoms are increasing and I’m extremely hot at the top. The jump over to the shaded 
side of the Fenêtre felt like a refreshing cold shower. After a few minutes in the shade, we needed to 
put our jackets back on again. In the shade, we prepared our skis for the descent towards the- 
Refuge du Trient while at the same time watching a Cessna ski-plane practicing some uphill 
landings on the west side of the Plateau du Trient. 
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 Next was a great descent between the beautiful Cathedral like peaks then across the plateau 
followed by a short climb up to the refuge. This last climb is short and tough as we are now all tired. 
It was very hot under the sun and we were getting low on water. At this point, I had noticed that the 
guides needed less than half the water that I was consuming and also the sun was so bright that is 
was impossible to take your sunglasses off. 
 
The Trient refuge was very impressive. It is located high overlooking the Trient Plateau. The view 
from the terrace was truly spectacular. This refuge is squeaky clean and has excellent washrooms 
and dorms. By this time, we begin to recognise people from the previous refuge or from the hotel in 
Argentière. I met up with a Swiss couple who were using the same K2 Shuksan skis as mine. I had 
previously noticed their skis in the hotel locker in Argentière. We also met with some great Swiss 
Germans on the balcony. Everyone enjoys the mountains and the camaraderie.  It’s very apparent 
that these people have a lifelong love for ski-touring in the mountains at high altitude. 
  
Supper was again served with soup, meat and desert. Afterwards, just before dark, Guy and Bert are 
outside taking pictures of the sunset over the mountains, and then it’s bedtime for everyone. 
 
 

   The boot crampon baptismal. Jörn instructs me on 
the do’s and don’ts of ice climbing with crampons 
before heading higher up the Col.  
Further behind Jörn, you can see how high we 
already are at the beginning of the first climb. 
 
Note how neatly Jörn fixes the rope and skis to his 
backpack. We quickly noticed his attention to 
details, which increased our confidence towards his 
ability to safely guide us through the traverse.  
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"�  Neil leading Guy, Molly, Bert and Jeffery towards the 
top of the Col de Chardonnet. 

 
 
 
   Jörn coaching Molly to start rappelling down about 100 
meters to the lower plateau. 

 
Day 5: Friday, April 20th  

Descent on the steep Trient Glacier to the Col des Écandies (2985m) and on through the Val 
Arpette. In the end along a largely level forest ro ad to the little village of Champex (1470m). 
1570m = 5150' descent, 9 km, 3 hrs . Taxi Ride to Bourg St. Pierre (30 min) and lodging in 
town with an opportunity to buy lunch food etc. for  the next few days. 
 
We were up again at 4:30 am and met for breakfast at 5:00. At 5:45 everyone is outside making the 
final preparations to their equipment. At 6:00 Neil begins to lead the pack down the icy Trient 
Glacier. The surface is so icy and bumpy that I do not ski very fast. I chose to make some wide slow 
edged sideslips to control my speed. I feel that I can not take any risks, as I don’t know how many 
kilometres this is going to last.  
 
I spotted Molly on my left struggling on the ice. We re-grouped above the steeper section and before 
I could invite her to sideslip safely like I was doing, Neil asked her to ski directly behind him so that 
he could closely monitor her down the glacier.  
 
Following the group further down, I heard Paul calling out behind me to drop by back leg and to 
tele-turn around the icy bumps. I did and enjoyed a few great telemark turns before I spotted Molly 
falling further in front of us and then sliding down the glacier for about 20 metres before stopping. 
Paul and I waited while Guy and the guides checked her out. They informed us that she had broken 
her arm and that they needed to call for a helicopter.   
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At the same time, John and Laura, a couple from Alberta that we met at the Trient refuge arrived 
behind us. John was a Canadian mountain guide and Neil asked him to take us further down the 
glacier and to help us scale the Col des Écandies so that we could be safely away from the helicopter. 
While traversing on the steep trail towards the Col, I slipped off the edge and ended up doing quick 
forward flip and landed on my side sliding downhill. I was very fortunate to be able to quickly jab 
my ski pole in the crusty snow and stop the slide before I picked up any speed.  
 
The Col was a 100 metre climb up a 50
rock slope. John and Laura first climbed the Col like a 
couple of Mountain Goats while we put our boot crampons on and fastened our skis to our 
backpacks. I climbed up with Bert and John who had come back down to lead us to the top. Bert 
seemed to have an easier time than I, as I felt very top heavy and had difficulty relying on my ice axe 
for balance.  
 
After Molly was lifted by the helicopter, Guy and Paul climbed with Neil, Jörn and Jeffery and we 
re-grouped on the top of the Col. Everyone was shaken by the incident and we all supported 
Jeffery’s decision to continue the traverse and reassured him that Molly would be joining us later 
today at our hotel in Bourg Saint-Pierre.  
 
We then skied down the Val d’Arpette mountain until we ran out of snow and walked a couple of 
kilometres to the beautiful town of Champex where we had a great meal outside on the restaurant 
terrace.  
 
After lunch, everyone called back home and then we were picked up by bus and brought to Bourg 
Saint-Pierre where we purchased some provisions at the local grocery store. Afterwards we were 
driven to our hotel where we could wash up and re-organise before supper.  
 

 
"�  Guy enjoying a laugh with the Swiss Germans outside 
the Trient refuge. The individual behind Guy’s head was the 
only one who could speak all four official Swiss languages. 
French, German, Italian and la Romanche. 
 
Molly was probably reflecting about today’s experience on 
the great rappel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  Paul, Bert and Neil relaxing before supper at the end of a 
great day. Even at the dinner table, you’re surrounded with 
fantastic scenery in every window. 
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  �	  Sun setting in the Trient valley 
 

 
 
�	  Molly being airlifted of the Trient glacier by helicopter. 
The picture was taken from the top of the Col des Écandies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Guy and Paul climbing the Col des Écandies.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Contemplating in total amazement on top of the Col des 
Écandies. The Scenery is beautiful beyond belief. 
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�"�  The final descent from the col to Champex Switzerland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   We meet up with some people from the last refuge and 
enjoyed a great meal outdoors in Champex before taking the 
bus to Bourg Saint Pierre. 

 
When we got to the Hotel, Molly was waiting for us outside on the bench with her arm in a sling. She 
indicated that the pain was manageable and that she would take a taxi to Zermatt the next day and 
wait for our arrival.  
 
At dinner, Bert, our Swiss cultural expert, suggested a cheese fondue. It was truly awesome… We 
were very fortunate to have him with us, as he had previously lived and practised physiotherapy for 
over a year in Switzerland.  After dinner it was lights out as 4:30 am comes fast. 
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Day 6: Saturday, April 21st   
Early start (later in spring you might have to carr y your skis for the first hour or two) and 
ascent through the beautiful and quaint Valsorey to  the relatively small Valsorey Hut (3037m 
= 9960ft.), 1400m = 4600' climb, 8km, 7 hrs. 
 
Up again at 4:30 and met Paul who was working at removing the additional climbing wires from the 
heels of his skis. I had the same set-up which was also not the correct height for this type of climbing 
but they could not be removed because I had glued them back home to secure them from falling off.  
 
Everyone met at the hotel restaurant for breakfast at 5:00. After breakfast, we went outside to wait 
for the bus that would bring us closer to the mountain. The bus arrived 30 minutes late. The guides 
were annoyed by this, which we would learn why later that day. The driver was very embarrassed 
and so humble that he would not accept the payment which we eventually had to convince him. 
 
We started the hike 30 minutes late and walked up the trail for a few kilometres until Jörn led us 
across a stream and up another steep snow covered trail. The snow was crusty and deep and you 
needed to be very careful not to go through the crust. After about 30 minutes of climbing, he 
informed us that it would not be possible to continue due to excessive melting during the day and 
apologized. He indicated that we would need to walk back to our original path then continue until 
we reached snow. His intentions was to have us switch to the south side of the Valsorey Valley so 
that we could avoid an unnecessary climb and later facilitate the climb up the col. However, since 
this was not possible, we needed to return to the north side and continue on the cow path until 
reaching the snow and then ski down a short hill and then climb again to the bottom of the Col de 
Valsorey.  
We reached the north path and walked up to the snow line. I’m now beginning to feel more cold 
symptoms and hope that it won’t get worse. We stopped for a rest outside someone’s summer cabin 
in the mountains. Neil pointed to the mountains on the south side and explained that the Monks had-  

  
Everyone’s enthusiasm is already peaked at 5:30 am. Note the 
serious look on the guides faces on the left. They know what we 
will be climbing for the next 2-days.  
 
This is where Molly bid’s us farewell and will meet us at the end 
in Zermatt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  From Bourg Saint Pierre, it was a 2-hour hike before we could 
put on our skis again. 
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�	  The bus was late, the easier route was impassable 
and the sun was rising. Jörn discusses plan B with 
Neil who clearly understands the extra effort that will 
be required while we remain oblivious to what they 
are talking about. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  So far so good but it’s getting hot… 

 
a monastery high in the Saint Bernard Valley. This was also the valley where Napoleon had crossed 
with his 41,000 troops. To this date, the village of Bourg St-Pierre still has an unpaid bill from 
Napoleon in 1805 for their assistance in lodging and supplying his troops. 
 
We had a quick snack, put on our skis and skied down to the bottom of the hill where we put on our 
climbing skins and ski crampons and began to climb towards the bottom of the col. After an hour, 
we took another quick break then began the long climb with numerous kick turns under the blazing 
sun.  
      
Halfway up the col, I was feverish and exhausted and Jörn helped and took my back pack to the top. 
Now I clearly understood why he was frustrated with the bus driver and the path that we could not 
take as a one-hour earlier arrival at the col would have reduced our exposure in the hot sun.   
It took every last bit of energy for Bert and I to make it up to the rocks near the top. We only arrived 
at the Valsorey refuge half an hour after Paul, Guy and Jeffery.  
      
That evening, I drank as much water as possible and ate my dinner so that I could recover. 
However, my morale was shot and I now clearly understood what they meant about how you need to 
be in top physical and mental shape before attempting the Haute Route traverse. 
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The back of the Valsorey hut at 9000 feet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  By the time I got to the Valsorey hut, I was totally 
empty physically and mentally…. 
Is it time to throw in the towel I wonder? 
Paul looks on always ready to encourage. 
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Day 7: Sunday, April 22nd   
Steep climb ( usually crampons necessary while carr ying the skis on your back!) to the 
Plateau du Couloir (3664m) and magnificent descent on the Durrand Glacier towards the 
Lac de Mauvoisin and back up to the Refuge Chanrion  (2460m=8070ft). 940m = 3090' climb, 
1510m = 4950' descent, 12km, 7 hrs. Important: This is one of the crux days  on the classic 
itinerary in remote terrain and requires both good weather and good snow pack stability. 
The Chanrion hut is very remote and hard to reach f rom the valley - That means there is no 
easy way out, should the weather deteriorate and pr eclude the group from continuing the 
Haute Route. 
 

 4:30 am rise with the usual toast, jam and cheese breakfast followed by the day’s preparation. 
However, this morning I’m completely de-motivated from yesterday’s final hour. I had strained the 
muscles in my good leg and was in no mood to continue. Bert appeared to feel the same and I 
offered for us to throw in the towel and to split the helicopter cost. Bert agreed, but before I could 
say an other word, Neal jumped in asked me which muscle hurt. Then he firmly replied that I was to 
assist the hurting leg while climbing by pushing with my ski poles because there would not be a 
helicopter. Jörn then arrived and firmly looked at me in the eyes and indicated that he needed my 
commitment to make it through the next climb. (We were dealing with expert guides role playing, Good cop–Bad cop).  
      
We then started walking up to the Plateau du Couloir on the Grand Combin de Valsorey, which 
was at 3700 metres. About half way up, I looked down and felt vertigo. From that point forward, I 
only focussed on Jörn boots. Where he stepped, I stepped. I never looked up or down until we 
reached the top. There were many times where my leg muscles were oxygen starved and my heart 
was beating way too rapidly. I would tell Jörn 15 seconds and we would briefly stop then resume the 
climb. Later at the top, I was embarrassed because I could not have been of any help to anyone 
should something have gone wrong during the climb. All that I could do was to concentrate step by 
step until I reached the summit. 
      
There are no words to describe the feelings upon reaching the summit. It’s probably somewhere 
between euphoria and extreme gratitude. I suspect that my colleagues were experiencing similar 
emotions.  
      
We then prepared our gear and had a snack before descending and traversing the Glacier-du-
Sonadon followed by a 30 minute climb up the Col-du-Sonadon and then skiied down the Glacier-
du-Mont Durand. After a few kilometres, Neil explained to us how deep and remote we were in the 
Alps and pointed out the various peaks surrounding us. He pointed out the Tête Blanche mountains 
towards the Italian south side of the glacier.  
      
Further down the glacier, we ran into a group of Swiss-French skiers who were climbing from the 
opposite side of the Grand Combin. It was about 10:00 am and the snow pack had changed to a 
great corn surface where we enjoyed some awesome telemark turns. This was definitely the best 
descent of the whole traverse. 

 
�	  Next morning at 6:00 am - Neil at 9000 feet prepares to lead the 
group up the Grand Combin to the Plateau du Couloir at 12500 feet. 
Today, he has no tolerance for people wanting to throw in the towel. 
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   The sun begins to rise in the Valsorey valley. We know 
how hot it will soon get and continue pushing step-by-step 
towards the summit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  By now, the guides now know their customers abilities 
better than the customers themselves.  We all made it up the 
Grand Combin to the Plateau du Couloir at 12500 feet.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We then continued skiing the edge of the glacier for a few more kilometres and at a low point put 
our climbing skins back on and climbed for about an hour. It was getting hot again and the sun 
started sapping energy. We gathered on a bare spot on top of the hill and stopped for lunch. From 
this spot we could see the Lac Mauvoisin on the north east side of the valley and the location of the 
Chanrion Refuge below the Pte. d’Otemma.  
     
Skiing down this valley got more challenging the lower we went, as the snow was softening in the 
heat. Half way down, we needed to remove our skis and cross over to the other side of a rock 
moraine, then we finished the descent and  put our climbing skins back on and started climbing up 
towards the refuge. Again this climb was made more difficult by the heat and everyone was pooped 
by the time we arrived at the Chanrion refuge.  
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This Swiss refuge was also very clean and tidy. It was hot outside and everyone spread their clothes 
and equipment on the rocks to dry in the sun. Jackie, the hut keeper served us the delicious Rösti, 
which composed of fried grated potatoes, mixed with gruyere cheese and bacon served with a sunny 
side egg on top. After 7 hours of climbing and skiing, I scoffed down my plate like someone who 
hasn’t eaten for a month. Bert had some leftover in his plate which I made sure didn’t go to waste. 
     
We spent the rest of the afternoon outside on the terrace chatting with the other groups who had 
come in from different directions. This is where Guy met up with a couple of Italian skiers where one 
of them had a motorcycle injury from 25 years ago that left his knee so loose that it was amazing 
that he could ski at all, let alone traverse the Alps. 
 
Supper was served with the customary soup, meat and dessert. Afterwards, I borrowed a Hacksaw 
from Jackie and then Paul and I went outside to cut the extra climbing heel lifters that I had glued 
on my skis. As we walked out with the hacksaw, I heard another French group wondering what we 
were going to cut and I turned to them and said that my skis were to long and that I was going out to 
shorten them. When we were outside I could hear the chatter inside wondering what kind of nut was 
I…. Darkness fell quickly and no one needed to be coached to hit the sack. 
 

 
                                                           Refuge Chanrion 
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Day 8th: Monday, April 23rd   
Summit day! Via the Glacier Brenay to the summit of  the Pigne d'Arolla (3800m= 12500ft) 
with great views of the entire traverse. Descent to  the Cabane Vignette (3157m=10360ft). 
1330m = 4360' climb, 640m = 1340' descent, 10km, 7 hrs.  
      
4:30 am arrived quickly. I woke up, got dressed in bed and began preparing my pack on my bed with 
the flashlight. Everyone met at 5:00 for breakfast and then Jörn informed us that he and Neil had 
decided to modify today’s itinerary because they determined that the climb to the Pigne d’Arolla 
would have been too much, as some members of the group were getting progressively more tired. 
Instead, we would ski down to the dam at the bottom of the Otemma Glacier and from there we 
would gradually skin up the glacier to the Vignette refuge. The climb would be over1000 metres 
elevation in about 12 kilometres. I could tell that Jeffery and Paul were disappointed over this 
decision but I was tired and happy that this day would be a little easier.   
      
However, there was nothing easy about the beginning…. We took our time preparing ourselves 
outside until there was sufficient daylight to start skiing. Then we started heading towards the 
bottom of the valley. Yesterday’s slushy snow was now solid ice and once again I had to get good 
edge with my side slips to stay out of trouble. The snow covered patches were rocky, narrow and 
steep and I sure was happy when things levelled off and more daylight arrived. 
      
Next we skied down the snow covered road at the bottom of the pte. d’Otemma. At times we needed 
to remove our skis and walk until we could reach more snow and then ski again for short distances 
until running out of snow. All this time, we needed to be careful not to slip off the narrow ledge, as 
this would mean a 20-metre fall to the rocky stream-bed below.  
At one point, the road was snow and ice covered on a too sharp angle and we could no longer walk 
or ski. Neil and Jörn set up a rope so that we could safely climb and swing over to the other side and 
then continue our walk to the bottom of the dam.  
      
We made it to the deck of the dam, put on our climbing skins and began to climb up towards the 
glacier. The beginning was fairly angled and steep and we needed to be careful not to be pulled 
down towards the stream. Bert was more cautious and fastened his ski crampons.  
      
After about a kilometre, the hill no longer leaned towards the stream and we continued the climb 
until reaching a water and ice filled plateau. Neil then made sure that everyone had sufficient 
distance between each other to reduce the risk of going through the ice. Everyone made it safely to 
the edge of the glacier, then we skinned up the steep embankment to the top where we could see the 
Petit Mont Collon peak about 10 kilometres ahead near the top of the glacier. Neil told us to be 
patient, as it would take about 4 hours to reach this mountain and that it would not appear for us to 
be reaching it very fast.   
      
As the surface ice/snow warmed up, my Black Diamond Glide-Lite skins glided easier and easier. 
The snow was perfect temperature for these skins and climbing became almost effortless.  Half way 
up the glacier, Jeffery got ahead of the group and Jörn needed to hurry to remind him that he 
needed to stay with the group for safety reasons. Later, with the easy skinning, I also ended up too 
far ahead. My cold symptoms were just about over and I could not help yelling out that “Hey I got 
my Mojo back!” What a great feeling, this type of skinning was right up my alley.  
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Towards the end, Bert skied at a slower pace with Guy and caught up with the group at the top of 
the glacier. Bert stated that he now found his perfect speed where he would spend very little energy 
skinning. The last climb from Petit M. Collon to the Vignette Hut appeared to be easy. However, 
this was only an optical illusion as when you were half way up, you realized that you were once 
again in the steeps. I was climbing and focussing on the trail behind Jörn when my right ski lost 
traction and slipped. 
 

    This is the easier route…? 
 
 
  
 
 
 
"�  An hour later, we make it on the Otemma glacier and get ready 
for 10 kilometers of uphill skinning. 
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�	  My cold symptoms are gone and I got my Mojo back! Let’s 
cruise…. 

 
You needed to be careful on this part of the hill to avoid a rapid 200 metre slide down the steep 
embankment. 
      
I refocused on the trail and arrived at the top plateau with Paul, Bert, Guy and Jeffery directly 
behind. From there, we could now see the magnificent Vignette Hut. This is the last refuge for all 
the traverses from every direction. It’s a massive stone building perched on the Arolla mountains. 
We continued on the plateau until we reached the knife-edge that let to the refuge. Crossing the edge 
is not difficult, but the narrow path raises your heart rate during those final moments of the day.  
 

 
                         Just imagine the beauty of the full moon at night shinning on these mountains 
Again our clothes and equipment were laid out to dry in the sun while we gathered at the table to 
enjoy the now trail famous Rösti. During lunch, I asked Jörn if we were going to ski around the 
plateau tomorrow morning to avoid the icy steep icy descent to the lower plateau. He replied that 
there was no exit from the plateau other than the same way that we came up and not to worry that it 
would be easy. Needless to say, that I could not imagine going down the icy hill. When I got up in 
the night to go to the WC, I could clearly see the hill and mountains in the moonlight. It was really 
spectacular but I had difficulty shaking the thought of how icy the morning descent will be…. 
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Day 9:  Tuesday, April 24 th          FINAL DAY OF THE TRAVERSE 
Today waits the famous Three-Col-Traverse with Matt erhorn view, probably the best day of 
the whole trip! Via Col de l’Évêque (3392m), Col du  Mont Brulé (3213m) and Col de 
Valpelline (3568m) and a long, glaciated descent un derneath the impressive North Face of 
the Matterhorn all the way into Zermatt, where we l odge in a Hotel (your luggage will already 
be there). 1120m = 3675' climb, 2670m = 8760' descent, 25km, 8  hrs. 
 
4:30 am arrived in no time at all. We got up and ate our breakfasts then readied our gear for the 
day. Bert and I were the first ones out watching the other groups skinning across the knife-edge to 
the plateau. When the guides arrived, they informed us that we would be walking across the edge as 
it would be a safer than skinning. This first in the morning stress brought us all too full-awake mode 
as we all easily made it across to the plateau.  
      
Then we skied to the edge of the famous hill that kept me awake all night. I asked Jeffery, the best 
skier of the group, if he wouldn’t mind going first. He easily shot down to the lower plateau with 
Guy following. Guy started with a higher line and corrected half way, then easily made it on the 
plateau.  Next, Jörn skied by me and stopped directly on the steepest part and calmly looked up and 
said, “please continue….” I paralleled my tele’s and pushed off with my heart racing. In no time at 
all, I noticed Jörn in my peripheral vision and Guy directly at the bottom. I let the skis slip a few 
metres lower and the next thing I was landing on the plateau laughing and saying “and to think that 
I lost a night’s sleep for this when it was nothing more than puppy shit.”  
      
Everyone gathered on the plateau and we then skied off the Otemma glacier towards the bottom of 
the Col de l’Évêque where we put on our skins and began the long climb up the col. This climb was 
long but easy, as we were all rested and the sun had not yet risen above the mountains.  
     
At the top of the col, Jörn pushed everyone to get ready quickly so that we could ski along the Arolla 
glacier to the Col du Mont Brulé.  We briefly skied along the glacier with Jörn keeping us high on 
the sunny south slope until we could ski down to the shaded bowl below the col.  
The col was a 50
 rock climb for about 150 metres. We put on our boot crampons, fastened the skis 
to our back packs and prepared our ice axes. I started following Jörn, but he was climbingy fast and 
I could not keep up with him. Neil was below coaching me to stand up strait and not to lean into the 
hill and to use the ice axe like a cane for balance.  The more they pushed the worse I got, until the 
crampon came off my left foot. We refastened the crampon and Jörn took my pack up saying that 
today we do not have time for a slow climb and I finished the climb at my best speed possible…. 
  

 
 
 
�	  We’ve crossed the Vignette knife-edge back to the top 
plateau and we’re all ready for the 3-col day back to Zermatt. 
The sun protection on Neil’s face suggests that today is going 
to be a hot and nasty one. 
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�	  The Col de l’Évêque was a cake walk. Everyone was fresh, 
rested and ready to push on. 

 
 
�	  Jörn leads the traverse high on the hill so that we can ski 
down to the shaded area on the right and begin the steep climb 
up the Col du Mont Brulé. 
 
On l’appelle ce nom la parce que tu vas être Brulé quand tu 
arriveras sur le top….   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"�  The climbing is over on top of Valpelline on the 
Swiss/Italian border with the top of the Matterhorn in the 
background. Everyone is in a festive mood while preparing 
for the final descent to Zermatt Switzerland. 
 
 

       
We gathered at the top of Mont Brulé and then skied towards the Italian side of the glacier for about 
a kilometre before we re-fastened our skins and began the long last climb up the Col de Valpelline. 
We climbed for another kilometre and stopped to take a snack and water then continued the long 
steep zigzag climb under the blazing sun. Half way up, I was so happy that this was the last climb 
that I suggested that we have the col re-named Col de Saint-Jacques.  Jörn laughed and replied 
that it should be Col de Zer-Jacques and that we will need to speak with the cartographers when we 
get to Zermatt. He was pushing and climbing hard at the front of the pack and I was determined to 
keep up with him. I did pretty well until the last part where I began to overheat again and started to 
loose energy.  
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Everyone arrived at the top at about the same time except for Bert who was now very mountain 
savvy. He had discovered his best pace where he would spend the least amount of energy climbing 
and arrived at the top almost as fresh as at the bottom.  
      
From this plateau, we were face to face with the top north side of the Matterhorn. What a feeling of 
accomplishment. Everyone was giving each other high-fives and we were all in a mood to celebrate 
until Jörn informed us that it was not time yet as the summit only represented 50% of today’s 
difficulty at best.  
      
We prepared for the descent into Zermatt wondering what was in store for us??? First the skiing 
was excellent corn snow but in no time at all we were skiing down one of the steepest most crevassed 
mountains of the traverse. No one had problems but I was having the most difficulty in the group. I 
was getting very tired and from this point, every move was focussed on survival. The lower we got, 
the more the snow softened. Neil indicated that there had been too much melting and that we would 
soon be walking the last kilometres to reach the gondola that would take us down to Zermatt.  
      
With approximately 100 metres of skiing remaining before the end of the traverse, I moved to the left 
to avoid skiing over some rocks. The snow gave way and I planted face first in the snow and hit my 
face on a rock. There was so much blood at first that we suspected something serious. However, 
when the blood stopped, there were only minor scratches, a chipped tooth, a fat lip and big-time 
deflated pride. 
      
The last leg of the journey was a long walk to Zermatt. Still upset from the fall, I walked ahead of 
everyone and well behind the guides until I felt better and then re-joined Paul, Bert and Guy for the 
final walk to the top of the Zermatt gondola. We managed to find stretches of snow on a dirt road 
where we could ski for short distances. We did this a few times until the snow completely ran out 
and then finished our walk to the Zermatt Gondola. Jörn purchased the tickets and when we were all 
inside, informed us that there had been only four minutes remaining before this last gondola 
departed for Zermatt. Otherwise it would have been a longer walk to the bottom.  
 
At the bottom of the gondola, the final walk to the hotel was gruelling. It was now very hot and 
everyone was exhausted. Nevertheless we finished the walk exhilarated by the fact that we 
successfully completed the traverse. 
  

 
 



 33 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   The first part of the descent was excellent skiing. From this 
point the snow got softer and softer the lower we got. 
 
We’re taking in one of our final views of the mountains at 
altitude. We’ve been enchanted with this scenery since the 
beginning and it will soon be over. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
�	  Everyone is tired, there is only about 5 kilometers remaining 
to the top of the Zermatt gondola. 

 
 

 �	  Finally we make it to Zermatt and to our hotel. 
 
 When we arrived at the hotel, one of the first things we did was order some large bottles of Coca 
Cola and enjoyed the sweet drink on the terrace in front of the hotel. I don’t normally drink soda, 
but I will remember this cold flavourful drink for a long time. We then stored our skis in the locker 
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and checked in. Our luggage had been transferred from Chamonix and was waiting in the storage 
room. We then showered and dressed in clean clothes. Once we were clean, you could really smell 
our trail clothing. They smelled like they should be burned. 
     
I heard Molly’s voice on the balcony below, Bert and I immediately stuck our heads out the window 
to say hello. Molly had been at the hotel for a few days and was equally happy to see us again. 
     
The traverse finished with an excellent dinner at a nearby restaurant in Zermatt and after dinner 
everyone called home before retiring to a clean bed for a good nights sleep. Next morning, we had 
our last breakfast with the guides and then Bert suggested that we carry the guide’s equipment 
across town to their scheduled drive back to Chamonix. The choice of what I was to carry was a no-
brainer, carrying some of  Jörn’s equipment was the least I could do in appreciation for the 
carrying he did when I pooped out… 

                   
                                                 Our final view of the Matterhorn                          �	  
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-----Original Message----- 
From: "Jörn Heller" [mailto:JoernHeller@gmx.de]  
Sent: Friday, June 08, 2007 4:33 AM 
To: jacquesc@nb.sympatico.ca 
Subject: Re: Greetings From Canada 
 
Dear Jacques, 
 
I’m just back from my first summer Mont Blanc week. ... 
Tomorrow I start again to Witzerland. 
 
Thanks a lot for your feedback and everything else.   
We’ve had a great week together which I never will forget. 
You are great guys and I really enjoyed the week. 
 
Wish you all the best and hope to meet you again 
 
Jörn 
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Hi Jacques, 
  
Thanks for your mail. I've put my skis away until December and I'm now chilling out a bit before the 
intensive summer season begins. I doubt I will ever make it to the east coast of Canada but if I do 
you will hear from me. It would be a pleasure to see you all touring over here again!   Please give 
my regards to Guy, Paul and Bert. 
  
Take care, 
 Neil 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                  “To be up on the wire is living, 
                                                  the rest is only waiting.” 
                                                                 Karl Wellanda 
 
                                                                                                                                                                   (The flying Wellandas 1962) 


