
F R O M MT. B L A N C T O T H E M E D I T E R R A N E A N . 

BY A . L A N D S B O R O U G H T H O M S O N . 

" THE Graian, the Cottian and the Maritime Alps." It 
was formerly for us no more than a jingle half-
remembered from some schoolbook. I t carried no 
conviction : one does not really believe in these things 
until one has seen them ! Last summer, however, we 
decided to explore the region. W e had a desire to 
break what was for us new ground, and the rate of 
exchange seemed to provide a favourable omen for a 
visit to the French Alps. The actual programme 
decided upon, moreover, was for me the execution of a 
long-cherished plan. 

One spring, several years ago, I had stood on the 
heights above the Riviera, where the Alps reach the sea. 
From there I had seen a great succession of ranges 
over-topping each other northwards and receding dimly 
towards the central mountain region which I already 
knew. From that moment there had dated a desire to 
traverse the intervening region, to set out from the 
central Alps and to walk southwards until the sea lay 
below me. Every mountaineer knows the feel ing; the 
goal that some former impression has made infinitely 
desirable ; the thing, be it a climb or a mere pedestrian 
expedit ion, which demands to be done. The project 
had acquired in my mind the character of a romantic 
pilgrimage. Nice is perhaps scarcely a holy city, but 
the real goal was the Mediterranean lapping the last 
spur of the Alps. 

. T h e s tar t ing point was to be the neighbourhood of 
Mt. Blanc. My former visits to the Alps for climbing 
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or w a l k i n g h a d h a d the i r s o u t h - w e s t w a r d limit a t the-
s o u t h e r n e x t r e m i t y of t h e M t . Blanc r a n g e , where o n e 
m a y cross t h e Col de la S e i g n e a n d so in to I t a ly by the-
Al l èe B lanche . Prac t ica l ly , t h e c o n v e n i e n t r a i lway 
t e r m i n u s of B o u r g - S t . - M a u r i c e , ha l f a day ' s m a r c h 
f r o m the re , was t o serve our purpose . F r o m it we were 
t o g o s o u t h w a r d s unti l we found ourse lves on the d i r e c t 
s e a w a r d slope. 

W e were t o g o on foot, of course , as pi lgr ims shou ld , 
fo r o n e does n o t acqu i re mer i t b y vehicular progress ion. 
T h e excu r s ion was indeed to be a. wa lk ing- tou r of the 
g o o d o ld - fash ioned k ind . C l i m b i n g e q u i p m e n t would 
n o t be needed . N o t h i n g was t o be t a k e n which wou ld 
n o t g o in t he rucksack . W e were t o be f ree from, 
f o r w a r d e d l uggage , f r o m ho t e l reservat ions , and f rom 
e v e r y t h i n g else l iable t o m a r t h e careless p leasure of the 
o p e n road. W e were no t to l inger in p leasant p laces 
no r to d e v i a t e for s u p p l e m e n t a r y excurs ions : this was a 
cond i t ion which l imi ts of t i m e imposed . W e were to-
walk t h e who le of t h e way , or else t he part icular plan, 
was t o be r e g a r d e d as a b a n d o n e d . S t r a n g e to say, al l 
t h e s e good reso lu t ions were on this . occasion fa i thful ly 
car r ied o u t ! 

T h u s it was t h a t m y wife a n d I left London on 14th 
A u g u s t , 1925, a l r e a d y clad for wa lk ing and car ry ing 
n o t h i n g b u t ou r rucksacks , and reached Bourg -S t . -
M aur ice t he fol lowing f o r e n o o n . W e had only to walk 
o u t of t h e s ta t ion a n d our p i lg r image had begun . T h e 
hills rose g r a n d l y all round us, a hot sun shone in SL 
clear sky , a n d t h e road lay before us for a f o r t n igh t 

A mere seven miles was all we expec ted to do in. 
w h a t r emained of this first day . I t seemed long 
enough , however , uphill in t he heat , with unaccus tomed 
loads and with muscles sof t f rom ci ty life and c r a m p e d 
by the t ra in . T h e way lay sou thwards up the Val 
d ' I s è re , t he s t ream on our r ight , and the L i t t l e 
St . Bernard road soon b ranched off on our left. W e 
found quar ters , perhaps t he least comfor tab le of t h e 
whole tour , in t h e hamle t of S t e . Foy . 
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N e x t d a y we were still breaking- ourselves in gen t ly , 
•and had only thi r teen miles to do in order t o reach t h e 
h e a d of t he valley. T h e wea the r was fine a n d ho t , a n d 
"the scenery was magni f icent . T h e s ides of t h e val ley 
rose s teeply, here in pine-clad s lopes and the re in 
prec ip i tous crags, with s t r ips and shou lde r s of p a s t u r e 
• everywhere in terspersed : a t p laces water fa l l s de scended 
or the ends of glaciers h u n g over t he crests , a n d snow-
covered s u m m i t s showed themse lves behind . F o r m o s t 
of the way the road w o u n d a l o n g t he eas tern s ide s o m e 
d is tance above the s t r e am, a s c e n d i n g g radua l ly . W e 
lunched at T ignes wi th only four miles to go. A b o v e 
t ha t the val ley rose in a s t e e p s t ep a n d then b e c a m e a 
s t ony defile. P r e s e n t l y it o p e n e d ou t in to a beau t i fu l 
g reen cup f o r m e d a t t he conf luence of two s t r eams , and 
the re lay t he vil lage of Va l d ' I s è r e . A f t e r depos i t ing 
our rucksacks we had t i m e to w a n d e r a l i t t le , a n d to sit 
on a s lope above t he vi l lage a d m i r i n g t he p e a k s of t he 
Vano i se and T a r e n t a i s e while the s h a d o w s l e n g t h e n e d 
across the floor of t h e val ley a n d u p its eas te rn side. 

N e x t d a y we could no longer idle on our way . T h e 
road a t p resen t comes to an end a t Va l d ' I sè re , a n d , 

-s tar t ing early, we s t ruck u p a s t e e p p a t h across pas tu res 
and t h r o u g h woods to reach t he h igher slopes. T h e 
ascent then eased and the way led up a side val ley to 
t he Col d ' I se ran . T h e R o u t e des A l p e s , which a t 
p resen t avoids t h e blind valley of t he Va l d ' I sè re , is, in 
t ime, to cross the pass, and will, it is said, t h e r e be t h e 
highest motor road in E u r o p e (90S5 feet). T h e su rvey 
s takes were a l ready in the g r o u n d and on t he s u m m i t a 
l i t t le inn was a b o u t t o be opened in an t i c ipa t ion . A 
new range of Gra ian peaks was visible t o t h e s o u t h , bu t 
a s t ime pressed we cut quickly down a s t eep g r a s s s lope 
into a little valley and soon a f t e rwa rds ha l t ed for food 
bes ide the s t r eam. T h e valley then took a s h a r p t u r n 
and two s u d d e n descents , t a k i n g us in to t h e m a i n val ley 
of the A r c a t Bonneval , an un inv i t ing vi l lage which is 
t h e end of the road on this side of t he pass. W e walked 
t h r o u g h wi thou t s t opp ing , as t he a f t e rnoon was w e a r i n g 
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on and we wished to do another dozen miles that day^. 
The way lay down the level valley, and at dusk we-
reached the pleasant little town of Lanslebourg, where-
the Mt. Cenis route comes over from Italy. W e : 
reckoned it a twenty-seven mile day. 

The following stage was theoretically a short one,, 
sixteen miles down the valley to Modane. Actually it 
seemed a long one. For one thing, we were feeling the 
effects of the first serious exertion and had not acquired 
our "second wind," or rather its muscular equivalent. 
For another, the valley descended abruptly at Termignon, 
at the end of an hour or so, and after that the heat at . 
the lower level in the middle of the day was great. 
Finally, a name " L'Esseillon " on the kilometre-stones,, 
which for long stayed us with visions of an inn, an 
omelette and red wine, proved to belong to a barren 
fortress, of picturesque but unsatisfying appearance, on 
the opposite side of a deep gorge ; we had perforce to 
make some biscuit and chocolate suffice. In the after-
noon we reached Modane, the tunnel-terminus, just in 
time to escape a thunder-shower. 

Ten more miles down the valley was the first part of 
the next day's programme, and we lunched at 
St. Michel-de-Maurienne. Here our route joined the 
present one of motors following the Route des Alpes 
and coming up the valley from Chambery. With them, 
we had now to strike across to the sou th - s ince 
Bonneval the trend of the mountains had been forcing 
us westwards—by the Col du Galibier. The afternoon 
gave us a long pull uphill. The road zig-zagged con-
tinually to get an easier grandient, and wherever 
possible we cut off the bends. We cut off one too many 
on the higher slopes: our road did not come back as 
expected, but, as we afterwards found, continued round 
the shoulder of the hill to take a new direction. We 
persisted for some time until our error was fully 
apparent, but were luckily able to follow a pleasant 
path round the shoulder without losing altitude, 
eventually rejoining our road several miles ahead. The: 
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last few miles were downhill, as the Galibier route does 
not begin in its proper valley, which is steep and narrow 
in its lower reaches, but climbs into it some distance up. 
We spent the night at Valloire, twenty-two miles from 
Modane. 

Valloire is only half-way up the long ascent from tlie 
Maurienne to the Galibier Pass. The first part of the 
next stage was thus still uphill, at first gradually up the 
open valley, and afterwards in zig-zags up steep slopes. 
The old road, of which the derelict sections near the top 
will soon become merged in scree, crosses the path at a 
height of 8725 feet, but as rain had come on we kept to 
the improved road which pierces the ridge below the 
pass by a tunnel over four hundred yards long. So we 
passed from Savoy into the Dauphinè. The great 
peaks should have burst upon our view, with the Meije 
just opposite, but unhappily the weather hid all this 
from sight. The rain soon stopped, but the low clouds 
obstinately remained as we made the steep descent. 
The road follows an astonishingly tortuous course in 
order to avoid severe gradients, and the pedestrian can 
cut off many of the bends by running down the grassy 
slopes. Despite the late date we could see something 
of the great variety of flowers for which the locality is 
noted. At the bottom the route turns south-eastwards 
down the Guisane valley after joining the road that 
comes over the Col du Lautaret from Grenoble. We 
stopped at Le Monetier, twenty-two miles from Valloire, 
and, as the inn itself was full, we were billeted in an 
empty house. 

Next day we walked the remaining ten miles down 
the valley, to its confluence with the Durance at 
Briancon, and had the afternoon to spend in idleness 
there. Briancon is a picturesquely fortified town with 
a superb situation. It seems to stand on a hill blocking 
the valley. Actually the hill consists of two approach-
ing shoulders, one from each main wall of the valley, 
and is cleft by a narrow gorge. On one half stands the 
town, itself fortified, and on the other a citadel, a little 
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bridge connecting the two: on the surrounding heights 
are numerous outlying forts. The narrow streets of the 
town are of extreme steepness, and in a gutter in the 
centre of the chief one a stream of clear water races 
down. From the upper battlements the view is 
magnificent, particularly north-westwards up the valley 
whence we had come and south-westwards down the 
main valley where we proposed to go. 

The Route des Alpes makes an eastward detour 
among the Cottians after Briancon, but we decided to 
follow the direct if probably less interesting route down 
the Durance, and so to reach Guillestre, where the 
valley bends westwards, in one day instead of two. The 
weather, as luck would have it, now interfered for the 
first time with our plans. An hour out it began to rain, 
and soon heavily. We sheltered until it abated a little, 
then went on in our water-proofs. The abatement was 
short-lived and a steady downpour for the rest of the 
day seemed all too likely. Eight miles from Briancon, 
therefore, at the village of L'Argentière, we decided that 
where we had lunched we must also dine and sleep. 

It rained itself out in the night, and we set off early 
to make up again on our programme. If we could do 
the remaining thirteen miles of the walk to Guillestre 
while the day was yet young, the next stage, the 
seventeen-mile crossing of the Col de Vars, could still be 
done before night. This we did, and in all it was one 
of our best days and graced by perfect weather. Above 
Guillestre the road to the pass winds in narrow bends 
up a steep shoulder. From this a splendid view is 
obtained, looking back up the valley of the Durance to 
the Ècrins, the Ailefroide and Mt. Pelvoux. There is 
an indicator here with a coloured sketch-map in the 
centre, a diagram of the view round it, and named 
directional lines in an outer ring. Towards the summit 
(6940 feet) the route is fairly level, but on the other side 
the descent is steep and the road rough and tortuous : 
few cars appeared to use this section. St.-Paul-sur-Ubaye, 
at the foot of the pass, was our stopping-place, and 
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accommodation was found despite the fact that the hotel 
has ceased to exist. 

Next day the rain was on again, a drenching down-
pour that continued all morning. After lunch it was 
less heavy, and we set out in water-proofs and were soon 
rewarded by its ceasing altogether. Fortunately, too, 
the programme was only a thirteen mile walk to 
Barcellonette, for which half the day sufficed. At first 
the road lay beside the stream at the bottom of a 
picturesque gorge, but later the valley became level and 
wide, and the air was scented by the lavender which 
was growing in great abundance among the stones 
along the banks. The Ubaye was swollen in flood after 
the heavy rains, and at several points the road was 
obstructed by fallen stones, loosened by the wet, or by 
the overflow of tributary streams. Luckily we had 
pressed on for fear of renewed bad weather and so got 
in bet imes: later on motorists and bus-passengers 
•arrived from various directions in much greater numbers 
than the place could hold. 

There followed our third and last wet day. We had 
only one more march, but it was to be a long and, we 
hoped, very fine one, so we made no attempt to proceed. 
Thus we stayed a day and a second night at Bar-
cellonette, filling in the time between meals with short 
walks in fair intervals, and, incidentally, seeing an Osprey 
hawking up and down the river. Speaking of time, the 
town clock here, like some others in this region (made in 
Briancon), strikes each hour twice over, with an interval 
of a minute or two. The first chime is presumably a 
warning, and one is ready to count the strokes of the 
second : as to which indicates the hour correctly we are 
not quite clear! 

The evening had promised a change for the better 
and the morning happily brought realisation. We 
breakfasted early and set out to break the back of a 
long day before the first halt. The road went south-
wards, later turning eastwards, up the bottom of a 
grand ravine with sides precipitous in many places. 
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Here and there falls of rock or earth induced b y 
yesterday's rain had blocked the road, al though a few-
cars got across later in the day. Then the valley-
opened out and led southwards, becoming steeper, then 
more level, and finally very steep for a long final pull 
up which the road wound. After eighteen miles uphill,, 
in all, we were on the top of the Col de Cayolle (7715 
feet), and astride the chief western rib of the Mar i t ime 
Alps. W e unpacked the lunch from which we had for 
some time been refraining with difficulty, and sat down 
to appreciate our position. 

The pilgrimage was in its essential accomplished. 
W e were at the top of the direct seaward slope. 
Hi ther to every valley we had crossed, or gone up or 
down, had been one whose waters flowed ult imately 
westwards to the Rhone : the stream at our feet flowed 
southwards and south-eastwards to the sea. Whether 
we saw the sea or not is a moot point. We considered 
this to be a theoretical possibility, and a distant haze to 
the south may or may not have been it. In any event 
the condition we had set ourselves was satisfied. 

It remained but to complete the day's march, still 
not half done although now all downhill, in order to 
reach the railway. W e had originally meant to spend 
the night at Entraunes, a dozen miles nearer, but were 
now anxious to make up for lost time. The road is 
wonderfully engineered down the first steep slopes, but 
we were able to cut off many of the bends. Then we 
were in the valley, and four hours of following it,, 
latterly through scenery of fantastic barrenness, brought 
us to our goal at Guillaumes. We had covered 
forty miles by the stones that day, to our no little 
satisfaction, and two hundred odd since we had left the 
train at Bourg-St.-Maurice at a date that seemed distant, 
so full had the interval been of experience and im-
pressions and of the substance of pleasant memories. 

From Guillaumes a light railway connects with trains 
for Nice at Pont-de-Gueydon. In the event, nex t day„ 
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we went the whole way in a motor coach, of which 
journey the least said the better. Had we known of the 
wonderful red gorges just below Guillaumes, imperfectly 
seen as they were, we should certainly have done another 
day on foot. Further down we were tempted to linger 
by a glimpse of the old fortress village of Entrevaux, 
rising in an angle of the Var and approached by a draw-
bridge across the stream. Lower still there are again 
great limestone gorges at the bottom of which the road 
and railway run beside the stream before finally emerging 
on the littoral. But past all these things we were merely 
transported, and they do not properly belong to this tale. 
As we descended the pines gave way to olives, and these 
in turn to vine-yards: the vines finally to oranges and 
lemons, and the last stretch of road was bordered by 
eucalyptus and bamboo. As evening drew near we 
reached the sea-front at Nice. 

After the joy of energy, the joy of relaxation. We 
had two days of that at Nice, idling in the heat, bathing 
prolongedly in the Mediterranean water, and basking in 
the sun on the shingle for as long as we thought our 
skins would stand. On the second evening we took 
train via Marseilles and were back in London the next: 
night. 
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