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D E S C E N D I N G 
 M O N T  B L A N C

Forget the crampons – Mont Blanc’s spectacular 
singletrack and knife-edge ridges are as exciting 

for bikers as they are for climbers, even if the 
locals did think we were crazy...  

Words Alex rafferty Pics Mick Kirkman



sdv asdf s sda sd fsdaf sadfsaf 
asdf sda fsdafsdaf sdafsdf 

sadfsadf asdfsadfasdfsdgh fgh 
gfdhfdg fgdh fdgh fgh dfg

Pinning it on the 
singletrack as sunlight 
shines through the pines
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If you’re thinking about a 
big adventure then there 
are many things you should 
consider in your planning. 
Making sure you have 
permission to ride on the 
trails and that you won’t be 
flouting any access and 
conservation restrictions is 
essential to ensure the 
areas stay usable to others 
in the future. The weather is 
a key factor – don’t try to 
go against it. Use it to your 

advantage and you’ll 
reminisce on the adventure 
of a lifetime instead of 
regretting a possible near 
death experience. It’s easy 
to underestimate the 
fitness and energy required 
to tackle a long day out. 
Make sure you’re up for the 
challenge and carry enough 
food and water for the 
whole trip, including any 
unplanned occurrences. 
 

PLANNING YOUR OWN ADVENTURE
B E F O R E  Y O U  G O
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information had the opposite 
effect they were hoping for. We 
were hooked, but going nowhere 
without permission. Vital 
minutes passed as we waited for 
approval, then moments before 
the train departed, the phonecall 
came through from the mayor’s 
office. Seconds later the ticket 
officer threw his hands in the air 
and stepped aside. The adventure 
began. Containing our 
excitement, we climbed aboard 
the tram.

The plan was relatively simple. 
We’d catch the last tram from 
Saint-Gervais to the tramway’s 

planning and 
permission

Some people say it’s better to 
beg for forgiveness than ask for 
permission. But when the people 
you’ve decided to swerve for 
authorisation wear combat boots 
and carry firearms, I’d 
recommend an alternative 
approach. Taking bikes up 
Western Europe’s highest peak 
involved overcoming some pretty 
tight red tape, but luckily for us, 
we had the best asset in the 
business. Alistair Jamieson is the 
man behind Trail Addiction and 
the Trans-Savoie alpine enduro 
race. His knowledge of the area 
and his relationships with the 
local authorities proved to be the 
key catalyst to make our 
adventure possible.

As we stood waiting on the 
platform to catch the historic 
Tramway du Mont-Blanc, our 
weeks of preparation had come 
to a final few critical seconds. 
Despite our papers and practised 
French, the ticket officer had 
blocked us going any further. 
“Absolument impossible,” he 
repeated, waving his finger in our 
faces. No one had ever taken 
bikes above Bellevue (the 
second-to-last stop). We were 
told the terrain above there was 
difficult on foot, impossible by 
bike. 

Unfortunately for them, this 

B
oasting some of the 
finest singletrack in 
the world, the steep 
valleys around 
France’s 4,810m 
Mont Blanc have 
drawn mountain 
bikers to the area 
for many years. 
Western Europe’s 
highest mountain is 

a place of unparalleled adventure 
and unrivalled beauty, so whether 
you’re a mountaineer or 
mountain biker, this is the 
all-action capital. 

Many years ago I stood on the 
summit as a 13-year-old boy, and 
my eyes were forever opened to 
mountain exploration. I 
remember descending into the 
valley on foot, tired and weary, 
with one thought on my mind… 
‘I wish I had my bike’. And so the 
dream began. 

Years later there we were, stood 
at the foot of the white 
mountain, a team of like-minded 
adventure seekers with one aim 
– to go as high up Mont Blanc as 
we could with bikes, and then 
descend to the valley floor.

We headed out into the hills 
with one strong ideology binding 
us together – with the right 
amount of planning and 
preparation, anything is possible.

Persevering with 
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It’s essential to make sure you’re as 
self sufficient as possible on an 
adventure ride. Don’t rely on others to 
keep you warm and fuelled. Clothing 
and safety equipment, such as radios 
and a comprehensive first aid kit, 
made up a considerable amount of 
our carried weight, as well as the vital 
pieces of equipment to make sure we 
were always in control. 

Clothing – waterproof and windproof 
with breathable baselayers. Full limb 
coverage for altitude.
Maintenance – essential bike fixing 
kit and additional spares. Mech 
hanger and tyre boot.
Safety – first aid kit, radios, 
emergency shelter, mobile phone.
Navigation – don’t rely on one 
source. We carried two maps and a 
GPS device.

ESSENTIAL KIT
A S D A S D A S D A
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highest point, the Nid d’Agile or 
‘Eagle’s Nest’. There we’d bunk 
up for the night in the refuge 
before starting our decent of the 
alpine singletrack at first light, 
allowing us to avoid any walkers 
on the otherwise busy tracks. 
Glacier paths, rocky gulleys, 
knife-edge ridges, rolling alpine 
meadows and rooty switchbacks 
– every challenge and exposure 
in mountain biking, all in one 
ride.  

Tentative times
As if the exposure of the ride 

wouldn’t be enough, the tramway 
to the top was full of surprises. 
We found ourselves holding 
tightly on to the handrails, as if 
they’d offer some kind of 
protection from the mind-
blowing heights and precipices 
below. We started to see the 
entirety of what we’d let 
ourselves into. Stepping off the 
tram was like something from a 
//Planet of the Apes// movie, 
surrounded by vast peaks, 
towering pillars of rock and 
flowing glaciers. We were all 
speechless.  

We made our way up to the 
Eagle’s Nest, pausing to catch our 
breaths in the thin air. After 
fuelling ourselves with rich stew 

and fresh bread we nestled down 
into our coarse woollen blankets, 
surrounded by the snoring 
Swedes sharing the bunkroom. 
That was the least of our worries 
– we all slept pretty lightly with 
the thought of tomorrow’s 
challenge running through our 
minds. 

Expect the unexpected
Morning had come and we’d 

soon be stood gazing down at the 
impending challenge, a fear-
riddled excitement flickered 
through our bodies. We were 
already fully committed. No 
going back. The steep singletrack 
laced with switchbacks drew us 
in. Tightening our packs to our 
bodies, checking knee pad 
position and exchanging exciting 
yet apprehensive looks had 
become the ritual before heading 
into the unknown. Moments 
after setting off, the sun hit the 
glacier and the mountain came 
alive.

The warmth heated the ice 
releasing giant boulders and 
sheets of ice into the slopes 
below, crashing and thundering 
loud enough to halt anyone in 
their tracks.  The narrow ribbon 
of trail made its way through 
gigantic slabs of rock, as if it 

were somehow sneaking down 
Mont Blanc, hiding from the 
mountain when it was calm. 
Riding this terrain was insane – 
fridge-sized rocks became 
ridable, it was the car-sized ones 
you had to watch. 

Clearing the glacier’s path 
created a sense of relief, until we 
finally came across the 
“absolument impossible” – over 
100m of near vertical rock scaled 
with the use of in-situ ladders 
and fixed cables to guide the way 
through the //Jurassic Park//-
like territory. A challenge on 
foot, let alone carrying a bike. 
We were thankful to reach the 
bottom of this section, and the 
few climbers we passed on route 
confirmed the thoughts of the 
previous day’s tram conductor 

Safety first
Different rules apply in the 
mountains
The exposure and 
remoteness of 
mountainous terrain 
requires careful 
consideration of some 
things we might otherwise 
take for granted. The 
weather can change 
quickly and become a 
fierce enemy so plan your 
trip in a good weather 
window. Altitude can 
greatly affect the 
temperature and wind 
speed so make sure you 
have the kit and equipment 
to stay warm and dry. Make 
sure you have emergency 
procedures in place, and an 

DANGER
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Alpine adventures with Trail Addiction – guided hut 
trips as part of a week’s holiday in the French Alps (www.
trailaddiction.com)
Snowdon adventure – a one-day ride with a big sense of 
adventure and achievement. Ride up if you dare!
Torridon (West Highlands of Scotland) – pick a trail, 
basically! True wilderness adventures. Hut/bothy options 
also available. For friendly route and/or guiding advice, 
contact rob@wildbike.co.uk.
North Downs Way in a day – 100 miles and more than 
2,500m of climbing. Fit riders can do it in 12 hours. An epic 
challenge, takes some planning and preparation, and really 
feels like a journey.

LIKE THE LOOK OF THIS?
X X X X X X X
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– “vous êtes fou”, which we later 
found meant, “you are crazy”. 

After tackling some of the 
most arduous terrain imaginable 
on a bike, we found what we were 
looking for – an unridden line of 
flowing dirt switchbacks through 
the most breathtaking landscape 
imaginable. We stopped to take it 
in, checked our pads and packs, 
and let loose. Carving through 
the turns and dropping through 
the rocks, it was difficult to 
imagine we were halfway up the 
highest peak of the Alps. 

Staying strong
The roar of the glacial waters 
gushing below us was deafening. 
Spanning the ravine was an 
almost death-defying suspended 
bridge. Despite the mountainous 
exposure, there was something 
quite comforting about being on 
solid ground. When we found 
ourselves on the bridge swaying 
in the wind with our bikes above 
our heads, we didn’t pause for 
thought – ‘move quickly and 
stay relaxed’. 

What followed was the most 
physically demanding part of the 
challenge. The hour-long hike up 
to the Col de Tricot was enough 
to break any man’s spirits. If it 
weren’t for the immense 
amphitheatre of mountains 
surrounding us, it’d be easy to 

imagine this would be the end of 
many other riders’ attempt. 
Indeed on reaching the Col, we 
found ourselves among 
likeminded adventure seekers, 
and discovered the common 
opinion of our challenge was 
indeed, “vous êtes fou”. 

We checked our bikes and 
rolled into the definitive alpine 
track. Switchbacks, rock slabs 
and blind drops continued into 
one another in an endless flow of 
flat-out trails. We were ejected 
from our bikes a few times on 
this section, often lucky to find a 
patch of snow for that 
impromptu rest among rocky 
outcrops. Unscathed and fuelled 
on adrenaline alone, we were all 
pleased to reach the Chalets des 
Miages for litres of well-
deserved water and handfuls of 
freshly baked bread. 

The final stage
We’d finally made it. We’d 
ridden down all that is possible 
to ride on Mont Blanc. Our 
well-deserved dessert was the 
final descent down the Gorges de 
la Gruvaz. The exposed trail left 
us buzzing for more, twisting and 
turning through tight tree 
sections, then back out into the 
vast openness of the mountains. 

Reaching the valley floor, we all 
sat in silence for a few moments, 
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