Our experience of running the Tour du Mont Blanc
I had started thinking about running Mont Blanc several years ago when creating a ‘bucket list’ of runs I wanted to do before age and poor health caught up to me. Finally, in July 2017, together with my daughter, Sara Lax, my niece, Louise Wilkin, and our friends Chris Wille and Kirsten Ramsay, the dream became reality. This is our story…
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Louise, with Mont Blanc in the background

Day 1 starts, well, early. Kirsten and I had arrived in Chamonix well after midnight the night before and (thanks to a few ‘mixups’) I ended up spending a sleepless night on a well-used couch in some hostel. Little did I know that sleepless nights would be par for the course over the next week…
The five of us rendezvous at Chamonix Lodge about 8:30, and we head off for Les Houches where the Tour du Mont Blanc (TMB) actually begins. I had planned our TMB run to consist of alternating long and short days (much like training!), with Day 1 scheduled to be around 30-32 km. To be able to complete this first long day, and having no idea what to expect, I suggested we avoid the very arduous, steep slog from Les Houches up to the TMB trail by taking a cable car. Indeed, it was $20 well spent, and in hindsight, a wise decision.

The first thing we see upon exiting the cable car, besides the stunning panoramic vista of high alpine meadows and towering mountains, are hikers (or ’trekkers’, as they’re called in Europe)…everywhere. We soon find the trail, figure out which direction we need to go, and start running. The trail is narrow and mildly technical at this point, and our running quickly becomes stuttered and more and more intermittent, our rhythm broken by long strings of trekkers, all wielding deadly trekking poles. We feel we are taking our lives into our hands every time we attempt to pass, so pretty soon we’re just walking safely behind. When we do eventually find a few safe places to overtake, our elation to be running again is short lived. Long, steep, difficult climbs and tricky descents slow our pace again and again, a pattern that would repeat itself every day of our TMB run. Fortunately, as the days went by we encounter fewer trekkers, our altitude fitness and strength improves, and we are able to run more with each passing day.
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Smiles all ‘round before our epic adventure begins
This first day has us traverse no less than three high mountain passes: Col de Vorsa (1623m), Col de Tricot (2120m) and the massive Col de la Croix du Bonhomme (2483m). Needless to say, after about 38 very difficult kilometres we are all elated and relieved to finally arrive at our refugio for the night, the Refuge de la Croix du Bonhomme. Perched only a short distance down the slope from the summit for which it’s named, Refuge Bonhomme enjoys a commanding panorama of the most spectacular mountain scenery to be found anywhere. Beer in hand, I sit in quiet awe witnessing the sun setting behind seemingly infinite layers of jagged peaks and snow-clad summits. Exhausted but content, with eyes full of wonder, this was life as it should be lived…
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After 38 km on Day 1, Kirsten’s thrilled to see Refuge Bonhomme
Day 2 begins a little later. After a second sleepless night, followed by a substantial breakfast, I meet the girls on a patch of grass where they’d been demonstrating their yoga moves. With Chris and Kirsten leading the way, we start back up the mountain to join the TMB. We know the route today will be considerably shorter, which is a blessing as three of us are suffering badly. Louise seems to be feeling the effects of dehydration, perhaps combined with a touch of altitude sickness. Whatever it is, she feels weak and unable to eat. This continues for the next two days, and by the end of Day 3 we’re seriously concerned that she will be forced to quit. Yet somehow overnight she turns a corner and gets progressively stronger towards the end of our run. It was a remarkable recovery! Day 1 also sees Sara sprain an ankle, and I bruise a rib when falling (literally) on my face after tripping on perfectly flat ground.  Oh, the joys of getting old…!
Despite 60% of our group suffering various ailments, Day 2 has us traverse the highest point on our entire TMB route, the Col des Fours (2665m). Shrouded in low cloud, it’s on these barren scree slopes of the Col des Fours that we enjoy our first contact with the amazing ibex. Today we also cross from France into Italy, considered by many to be the most scenic section of the TMB. The trail takes us through beautiful valleys speckled with grazing cows (‘gotta have more cowbell’) and small alpine cottages, and up into expansive high mountain pastures, eventually crossing the Col de la Seigne (2516m). At this remote mountain pass a new world opens, and one can see truly stunning views in all directions. With a scene so exquisite it is not an easy place to leave. Eventually we tear ourselves away and descend into the valley below, arriving mid-afternoon (after about 17 kms of running) at the Rifugio Elisabetta. Standing on a spur overlooking an expansive valley, the refugio is already crawling with trekkers when we get here, and our bed for the night reflects this fact: one long piece of foam stuffed under a sloping roofline in a narrow, busy hallway, a ‘bed’ just big enough in which to squish five dirty, smelly runners shoulder to shoulder. It will be my third sleepless night in a row, despite turning 180 degrees in the wee hours of the morning to relieve my feet from being scrunched against the ceiling any longer… Thankfully, the food isn’t terrible.
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Sara and Louise making a careful descent off the Col des Fours

Needless to say, Day 3 starts early! I had planned this day to be one of the longest, and as it turns out, indeed it is. Our goal for the night is Rifugio Bonatti, a distance I had calculated to be about 30 km. I still don’t understand how my calculation went so wrong…
Our trail leads us on an undulating high alpine route until we start a long descent down to the delightful town of Courmayeur. One could easily spend a day in Courmayeur, as many do, choosing to take a rest day here. Alas, not us, and after refuelling with a hearty salad and fruit/yogurt we venture on, climbing the long, steep slope on the opposite side of the valley. Part way up the trail forks, and, as I had planned, we choose the path less travelled. This ‘alternate’ route takes us up and over two remote passes: the Col Sapin (2436m) followed by the Pass Entre-Deux-Sauts (2524m). I clearly recall at one point, exhausted and probably oxygen deprived, looking up and seeing a footpath winding its way along a ridge way above, then realizing that same path continued snaking up a second ridge even higher, then a third… And thinking to myself: ‘Oh, shit.’ This was the only part of the TMB where I felt uncomfortable. The trail slithers along the apex of a narrow ridge flanked by very treacherous drop-offs on either side. I’m already experiencing a certain degree of hypoxia that causes me to feel light-headed and not fully in control, but combined with my longstanding fear of heights… let’s just say my progress is slow!

The trail eventually starts dropping into another desolate and hauntingly beautiful valley, and we think, ‘Great! Bonatti must be just around the corner…’ Little do we know that before reaching this mythical refugio we will have to conquer one more massive mountain pass as well as the remote Mont de la Saxe ridge.
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After nearly 40 km today on a sprained ankle, Sara’s hoping Bonatti is just around the corner
Roughly 40 long, tough kilometres after leaving Elisabetta we finally limp into Rifugio Bonatti. The euphoria seeing the roofline of this spectacular refugio emerge above the tall grass, backdropped by the even more impressive rock and glacier face of the Mont Blanc massif directly behind it…it’s simply not possible to put into words. This has been our most challenging day yet, and will prove to be the longest day of running of our entire TMB. OK, I had miscalculated, but with scenery and a running experience like this, I think I’d gladly make the same mistake again!
[image: image6.jpg]



Chris enjoying another stunning ridge run on the way to Rifugio Bonatti
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Of all the refugios we stayed at, Bonatti is probably the nicest. 
Day 4 takes us from Bonatti across the Swiss border, where our beds for the night will be 25 kms away at the Auberge des Glaciers, a quaint hotel nestled in the rustic alpine village of La Fouly. Today we only have a single high mountain pass to summit, the Grand Col Ferret (2537m), before descending relatively gently to our destination. Highlights include some glorious views from the Col Ferret, beautiful idyllic Swiss valleys speckled with flowering meadows, alpine chalets, the clanging of cowbells and historic hamlets. Butterflies abound, as they do along most of the TMB, and can be seen in a rainbow of colours. I stop at one point to simply appreciate the magnificent butterfly bonanza I am seeing: clouds of butterflies – black, white, red, green, blue, brown, yellow, orange, purple – swirling up from the meadow as we run past. It remains one of the most impactful memories of my trip.
[image: image8.jpg]



Leaving the delightfully rustic Swiss village of La Fouly
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Day 4 and Louise is getting strong
Day 5 arrives, and we are all feeling stronger. The easier day we’d had before had done wonders… Louise is finally galloping off into the distance at will, apparently fully rid of whatever was ailing her earlier in the run. Sara, though still experiencing ankle pain and swelling, and now multiple blisters and blue toenails, soldiers on, getting more fit every day. And despite my bruised rib slowing me on the downhills, I’ve started to relish the uphills – and there are many! Find that ‘zone’ just below max threshold, and hold it to the to - no matter how far or how steep. Hills are getting easier, and it feels awesome! Chris and Kirsten, seemingly unaffected by altitude nor ailments, simply continue their torrid pace at the front…

Our destination today is the Hotel du Col de la Forclaz, just above the Swiss town of Trient, a distance I had calculated to be about 30 km from La Fouly. I’d originally wanted to take the alternate route over the challenging Fenetre d’Arpette (2665m), but we decide that, despite our improved fitness, it would be prudent to stay on the ‘classic’ TMB course. This proves to be a good decision, as it still takes us 37 km to eventually reach Forclaz.

The first stage of the day’s run ends in the pretty town of Champex, where we enjoy eating lunch on the banks of a gorgeous lake. I’m very tempted to have a quick swim, but console myself to just dangling my hot, tired feet in the water. It’s sublime, all the same! The route to Champex is fairly easy with no summits to climb. The trail follows a long valley adorned with pastoral scenes of dairy cows grazing in lush fields sprinkled with old timbered barns and cottages. From Champex we continue on to the Col de la Forclaz, the northernmost point on the TMB. It is a demanding climb, though far easier than it would have been a few days earlier. The view from Bovine down onto Martigny in the Rhone Valley and across to the mountains of the Bernese Alps is simply stunning.
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View into the Rhone valley is stunning
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Another summit, another incredible 360 degree vista
The Hotel du Col de la Forclaz is a delightful surprise. An old hotel, it sits on the crest of a hill welcoming passersby with its sun-drenched patio adorned with brightly coloured umbrellas. The food here is perhaps the best of the whole trip, as is the sleeping accommodation. However, I’m still unable to sleep… 5 nights and counting.

Day 6. This morning, after enjoying a fantastic breakfast, we discuss our plan for the day. We decide to cancel our last refugio and push straight through to Chamonix. It would be a very hard day, but no more difficult than anything we’d done before.

We start by taking the TMB along an old railway bed up one side of a valley, across a glacial river at the valley head, and back down the valley on the opposite side. The trail then abruptly veers up, and we begin the arduous climb up to, first, the Col de Balme, then the Aiguillette des Posettes (2201m). Starting the steep, rugged ascent we suddenly realize we could have saved ourselves several km’s if we’d just gone down the hill from the hotel and joined the trail where it begins to climb. Alas, every mistake has a silver lining, and in this case it was in the form of a perfectly situated café and rest stop at the river crossing, providing a much appreciated restroom break…
At the Col de Balme we cross from Switzerland back into France. For the first time since Bonatti we see the snow-covered dome of the majestic Mont Blanc summit. It is a stunning view that will remain in sight for most of the day as we wind our way along the panoramic crest of the Aiguillette des Posettes and later, the famous Grand Balcon Sud, one of the most scenic of all alpine paths. But before we can bask in the sumptuous vistas of the Grand Balcon, we need to descend from Aiguillette. It is a very long, technical descent, and after 5 days of nearly 10,000m of vertical gain, our legs are feeling every metre. The trail is such that we can’t see how far we have to descend, but the ascent on the other side is in full view – and it’s daunting. At one point I stop to count the number of switchbacks I can see: 48. This is going to be an epic day, indeed.
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Oh, shit…
We finally reach the valley floor where we find a road that would take us directly back to Chamonix. We have a choice to make: drag ourselves up those 48 switchbacks and over the Grand Balcon Sud to a cable car that will whisk us back down to Chamonix, or do the reasonable thing and follow the gentle road down. The smartest of the group choose the latter, and arrive fresh and rested in Chamonix three hours later.

Three of us, perhaps the more delusional, decide to forge upward. From the road the trail immediately juts towards the sky. It is a technical, unrelenting climb in the hot afternoon sun. I again find my zone and begin to push. Though tired, I’m feeling strong and more fit than I have in years. After about an hour of steep climbing I crest the first summit. The next summit emerges and I push on. Finally we’re on the Grand Balcon Sud, and the full majesty of Mont Blanc lies before us. It’s one of the most awe-inspiring sights I have ever seen.
But the weather is quickly changing. You don’t want to get caught in bad weather at this kind of altitude, so we decide to push hard to the cable car. Revelling in a new found surge of energy, I set off at what I think is a decent pace. Apparently it isn’t decent enough, for a few minutes later I’m overtaken by another (yet unknown) runner also charging for the cable car. He looks like he knows a thing or two about running these trails, as he glides effortlessly over the technical terrain, barely slowing down when the trail gets knarly. Instinctively my cadence and pace try to match his. The race is on.
For the next couple of kilometres we are pushing hard, he pulling ahead on the downhills, me clawing back to his heels on the uphills. I feel totally in the zone, euphoric but slightly scared. This is what running on the edge feels like, and I love it…

Then, in a flash, it’s over. I land on a boulder slightly off balance, hear a ‘crack’ from my right ankle, and stop dead. He turns around to see if I’m OK. I jog slowly for 20 seconds to assess the damage. I can still run. Nothing’s broken. The race is back on! We soon get to the cable car and shake hands. We are both grinning from ear to ear. He tells me he coaches runners to compete in the UTMB, and that was one of the most fun and invigorating runs he’s had. I reply that although I will likely have a swollen ankle for days, the irreplaceable grin on my face would be worth every limp. 
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My impromptu racing partner… Thanks! That was awesome!

The three of us hop on the cable car for the quick ride down the mountain, and are soon jogging the final few kilometres into Chamonix to meet the others. It has been another incredible day… 30 km of stunning scenery, challenging verticals, technical trails, and the thrill and sheer fun of spontaneous racing. The perfect ending to our TMB adventure.
Michael Lax

August 1, 2017
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I’d be back in a heartbeat

