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Prologue 









Mont Blanc, or Il Bianco as it is sometimes known in Italy; the White One sits regally upon pleated glacial folds gathered together around a timeless, grey-rock body, high above the French town of Chamonix; queen of all that it surveys. It beguiles, bewitches and charms the lesser folk who seek to frolic and play among the buttressed foothills of its ancient frame, exuding also a sense of foreboding; a warning to the one hundred or so climbers that die each year attempting to reach the gleaming, domed summit of this great snow-encrusted mountain.    




  Framed by the cobalt blue sky and golden alpine sun the mountain is a benign presence, reassuring in the sheer scale and might of its ageless form. But like any great mountain, its mood fluctuates with the attendant courtiers of rain, wind, snow and ice that make it capable of unpredictable flashes of malevolence that demand an experienced vigilance and vigour from all those who fall under its wintry gaze. At 4,810 metres, Mont Blanc stands proud and tall but not alone as it casts a wary eye over rival siblings that jostle impatiently for attention. The Grandes Jurasses, Aiguille Noire de Peuterey, Aiguille Verte, Les Drus, Aiguille du Midi, Mont Maudit and Mont Dolent all form part of this great mountain range, a stunning 25-kilometre wall of rock with its 400 individual summits and over 40 glaciers which, like crystalline jewels, bedeck the frontiers of France, Italy and Switzerland. There is a power in these mountains and, as I crane my neck and shield my eyes from the glare of the morning sun, one cannot help but be captivated, gripped and awestruck by the sheer presence and scale of these great prehistoric giants. 




  Mountains do something to me; they can transform one's perspective and their external grandeur is mirrored with something more internal, a contemplation of one's own place in this world that somehow lays waste to the petty troubles, worries and anxieties that we carry with us like some kind of emotional, modern day cilice. It is as if when I am not walking in these places I carry another kind of rucksack, invisible yet twice as heavy as the 15 kilogram one that I now carry on my back and it is with a joyous relief that I can snap the metaphorical buckles of this burgeoning load and let it drift away into the autumn mountain ether. 


  There is also a dark psychology about mountains, something to do with their primitive timelessness and the bipolar nature of their shifting temperament; elemental forces that carry echoes of the unconscious, the Jungian shadow perhaps. The Romantic poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote of Mont Blanc in 1816: 'the immensity of these summits excited when they suddenly burst upon the sight, a sentiment of ecstatic wonder, not unallied to madness'. It was as if Shelley recognised something of himself reflected in the visceral glare of the mountain's intensity. In his poem 'Mont Blanc: Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni', Shelley writes:  




 


Power dwells apart in its tranquillity, 


Remote, serene, and inaccessible: 


And this, the naked countenance of earth, 


On which I gaze, even these primeval mountains 


Teach the adverting mind. 




 


This was a prevalent Romantic theme of the period, the inextricable connection between mind and nature and the notion that there is no purely objective reality, but it holds a truth for me now as I gaze upwards at the Mont Blanc massif and absorb its icy grandeur. Interestingly, Shelley was the husband of Mary Shelley, she of the gothic novel Frankenstein, which itself is an existential account of light and shadow and the nature of transformation. It is interesting how mountains, like Mont Blanc, can through their sheer infinite presence carve patterns into our understanding of the world around us and ourselves, shaping us in the same way that the mountains themselves have been shaped by the prevailing elements. 




  What I am saying here is that to experience the mountains is to experience a part of oneself. It is an encounter and like all encounters leaves one changed in some small way (or perhaps not so small). And, of course, long  distance walking itself is a form of meditation, each step in itself part of the seductive mantra of motion and movement. So this book is about both walking and mountains as I embark on the famed Tour du Mont Blanc, a 170-kilometre-long distance hike that circumnavigates the White Lady of Mont Blanc. It is a metaphysical journey as much as it is a purely physical one as, like all journeys, it is a process of contemplation and self-reflection. So forgive me my narrative whims and my circuitous, tangential forays down life's many country lanes. Sometimes one doesn't truly know where these journeys begin and end, living as we do somewhere in the middle. 
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One 









A little like nesting turtles, at the turn of every year my family and assorted friends return to a magical part of Cornwall that nestles reassuringly among the nooks, crannies and creeks of the Helford estuary and hatch out new, ill-advised plans, buoyed by sparkling wine and the ice cold water that we ritually plunge ourselves into soon after midnight in a bid to cleanse ourselves of the previous year's hangover. 




  It's a cold, wet but deliciously fresh New Year's morning as my good friend Rupert and I decide to hit the coastal path for the brisk two-hour walk to Falmouth. The path is muddy and well trodden from the assorted walkers who, like us, are gratefully allowing the invigorating, brine-infused sea air to blow away the few remaining cobwebs from last night's end of year festivities. As we cautiously slip, slide and squelch our way across the sodden fields, we reflect upon our half-remembered late night conversation about new potential challenges for the year ahead. It seems to be the case that most of my madcap adventures begin their life on a tiny, secluded Cornish beach in the early hours of the New Year. My last big venture, an 850-kilometre coast-to-coast trek along the French Pyrenees, was brought in to being over a pint or two in the local here, and my partner Nicky has to think twice now about these Cornish trips as she never quite knows where they might lead. 




  I learned a lot during my seven weeks on the GR10 (Le sentier de grande randonnée dix) in the Pyrenees. Thinking back there certainly was more than a whiff of midlife crisis about that walk, when I was in my mid-forties and frozen in the halogen daze of life's rich glare. Yes, I liked the idea of a coast-to-coast walk that bridged the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, two great oceans stapled together by the vast reach of the Pyrenees mountain range; I wonder on reflection what it was I might have been running from. It was a linear walk, point to point, and so by definition meant it was taking me away from one place as much as it was leading me to another and perhaps as I scaled the perilous slopes of my mid-forties this was what I needed: a sense of escape. 


  So as we walk the ever-scenic, timeless South West Coast Path towards the grey cranes of Falmouth harbour that float eerily in the early morning drizzle, I tentatively propose to Rupert the idea of walking the Tour of Mont Blanc (TMB) later in the year. What attracts me now about the TMB is its very circularity, the idea of circumnavigating the highest mountain in Western Europe. I want to embrace this great white mountain, encircle it with my arms and clasp my fingers tight around its icy belly. Hell, I might even rip it right out of the bloody ground and toss it over my left shoulder for good luck. 




  The days leading up to this walk around Mont Blanc have in many ways been very significant and perhaps a little portentous. Firstly, I reached the precarious age of 49, the stage at which we haul ourselves kicking and screaming up onto life's snow-capped summit and take our first nervous glimpse at what lies beyond. (If this is indeed the summit?) As we walkers well know, just when you think you have reached the peak of your climb you see a further one rising in the hazy mists of the far distance. But it feels strange to be approaching 50 and the majority of comments from friends and colleagues are generally along the lines of 'you're nearly there', 'almost hit the big one' or 'soon be a member of the club'. Well, perhaps I will one day gratefully pull on my old man's slippers, suck on my care-worn pipe and settle back into my far too comfortable armchair when I am a fully qualified member of 'the club' next year, but at this point in time it feels like a difficult final scramble over the overhang of the late forties to this particular peak on life's path. And one can't but help take a backward glance over the shoulder towards the flatlands of one's childhood and the rising foothills of adolescence. Perhaps more an instance of don't look back rather than don't look down.  




  Secondly, just a couple of weeks after I return from walking the TMB, our daughter Jess packs her bags and heads off to university to embark on a whole new stage in her young life. It is the beginning of her own long distance hike and she even has the half-packed rucksack sitting in the middle of her bedroom floor to really bring the analogy home. Perhaps I should give her my water bottles and Day-Glo orange survival bag (they might come in handy for fresher's week). But it is another defining moment; a punctuation of sorts wherein both mine and Nicky's immense pride and joy at seeing her embark on this exciting passage in her life is mixed with a twinge of apprehension as we pause and reflect upon its meaning. It is an inevitable phase of the family life cycle, a transition that requires a degree of negotiation, or perhaps renegotiation. Being our only child this moment carries more significance, and while Nicky is very open about her own process and the task of saying goodbye (or à bientôt as we would prefer to think) I wonder about the denial of my own feelings and whether there is, as I think about it now, a connection between Jess leaving home and my going on a long distance hike at this point in time. 




  I jokingly once said to a friend that my way of coping with moments like this was to run away, or at least I thought I was joking. All men live in a state of 'quiet desperation', to paraphrase the writer Henry David Thoreau, and as a man and a father I guess I must seek my own ways to manage my own occasional feelings of disquiet, ways to regain a sense of emotional balance and equilibrium. And walking in the mountains is one way I have found of achieving this because I find that the process of engaging with physical perspective transforms my own sense of internal perspective. It is also the act of movement and momentum; just as a young child, when struggling to convey an idea or concept will jump, wriggle and pace the floor as thought and action, mind and body, become entwined together in a wonderful dance of attunement. As Thoreau wrote in one of his journals: 




 


As a single footstep will not make a path on the earth, so a single thought will not make a pathwayin the mind. To make a deep physical path, we walk again and again. To make a deep mental path, we must think over and over the kind of thoughts we wish to dominate our lives. 




 


So, standing in a muddy field in the New Year's morning breeze, with the blue-grey waters of the Helford estuary opening up ahead of us, Rupert and I shake hands on our agreement to take on the Tour du Mont Blanc. These are the important deals that one makes in life; not the fickle Faustian pacts of modern life that slowly demean and diminish our soul, which we sell in piecemeal fashion to the corporate devil. No, this is a simple deal of friendship and adventure. It is a deal that brings a glint to the eye, childlike in its innocence, as the two of us benignly collude in plotting a temporary escape from the relentless pressure of work and responsibility. This talk of Faust may perhaps sound a little dramatic, but I do believe that we all lose a little bit of ourselves in the never-ending chase to keep up with the travails of our contemporary lives. We lose time, sleep, the quality of our relationships. We lose our hair, our fingernails, our health, sometimes our friendships. It is, as we are so often told, a price we have to pay for maintaining the 'good life' though I wonder sometimes whether the gains of this good life are worth the cost. 




  Ultimately, it is about meaning; whether we feel fulfilled, enriched and sustained by what we do and how we do it. Of course there are gains; my work as a child therapist is certainly both meaningful and enriching, but it is also stressful and often emotionally depleting and so I seek ways in which to maintain some kind of healthy balance and outlook upon life. So the idea of these long distance hikes is not so much about finding oneself, more about regaining something that might have been lost or mislaid along the way, a sense perhaps of value and perspective. 




  The thought of walking with Rupert is also good; I count him as one of my closest friends and he will be a good travelling companion. We share a lot in terms of our values, interests and general outlook on life and in the midst of the ups and downs, both literal and metaphoric, that are an inevitable part of any long distance trek, I think we will be able to encourage and spur each other on towards the finish line. We are also at ease in each other's company; able to share a laugh and not take ourselves too seriously while also acknowledging that life can be… well… serious. We both work at the sharp end of human experience and in this sense relish the opportunity to lay down our tools, breathe in some mountain air and reconnect with the world around us. 
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Two 









The Tour du Mont Blanc has established itself as one of the world's classic, long-distance mountain walks and is certainly the most popular walk of this kind in Europe, enticing more than 10,000 eager trekkers each year to embark on this 170-kilometre circuit around the magnificent Mont Blanc massif. The fact that it can be completed in anything between eight to twelve days also makes it a very attractive option for those looking for a challenging walk that can be completed within a reasonable time. Certainly, the idea of nipping around Mont Blanc in a week or so goes down a little better at home than taking off for two months in the Pyrenees – in my experience anyway. 




  The first recorded tour of Mont Blanc was actually undertaken way back in 1767 by Horace-Bénédict de Saussure, the geologist, botanist, physicist and general all-round Alpine explorer and aristocrat. Saussure first visited Chamonix in 1760 and was so impressed by Mont Blanc that he offered a reward of twenty thalers (the currency of the time) to the first person to conquer the great mountain. It took a further 26 years for his reward to be finally claimed when two Chamonix men, Michel-Gabriel Paccard and Jacques Balmat, finally reached the summit in 1786. Saussure himself almost laid claim to his own reward, attaining the summit just a year later in 1787. He was that rare breed of polymath, a man of the era I suppose, whose intellect and unquenchable curiosity spanned all manner of disciplines, unlike today where specialisms seem to be quite the thing. I wonder sometimes if we are missing a trick by having an education system that corrals people's natural intellect into such narrow and specific areas, but perhaps that is a discussion for another day. 


  Saussure, for all his intellect, has also been described as the 'inventor of climbing' and the founder of alpinism, again harking back to the golden age of exploration when both science and adventure were combined in equal part. Apparently though, he didn't travel lightly and a list of Saussure's 'items to be taken to Mont Blanc' included two frock coats, several waistcoats, two nightshirts, three pairs of shoes, a pair of slippers and two cravats. And in addition to a bed and blanket he also took a mattress and curtain. Funnily enough, this is not dissimilar to Rupert's own travelling wardrobe. 




  Anyway, 60 years later Saussure was succeeded by J. D. Forbes, Professor of Natural Philosophy at Edinburgh University, who made his own tour of Mont Blanc in 1839. Forbes was something of a glaciologist and clearly combined his thirst for knowledge and discovery with his love of mountains and was particularly interested in the phenomena of thermal energy and glacial movement and made quite a name for himself in both these areas. Indeed, the Aiguille Forbes high above Chamonix was named after him, as were the Forbes Glaciers in New Zealand. The TMB became increasingly popular during the late 1800s, when the transport of choice was more often than not a mule, and then in later years established itself as one of the world's top mountain walking trails, particularly as the activity of trekking and backpacking rapidly grew in popularity.  




  Talking of new trends, there is another tour beyond the traditional TMB; the UTMB, the popular ultra marathon that takes place every year in which competitors run the complete circuit around Mont Blanc, day and night, with the fastest runners completing the race in just a little over 20 hours. Now, I like a bit of cross-country running and compete in the occasional 10-kilometre cross-country and half marathon myself, but if you ask me this ultra marathon is a race for nutters. In fact I am deeply suspicious of anything, especially sport-related, that has the prefix 'ultra' attached to it, unless of course it's table tennis… but then I am not quite sure how ultra table tennis would work. 




  Mountains do tend to attract the extreme end of the sporting spectrum and there is another more recently established race in this region called the Tor des Géants, a 330-kilometre endurance trail that starts in Courmayeur, Italy. This tortuous trail takes you around the four great giants of the Alps: Mont Blanc, the Gran Paradiso, Monte Rosa and the Matterhorn with a total height gain of 24,000 metres, which the competitors complete in around 150 hours, and makes the United Kingdom's Three Peaks Challenge look like a walk in the park. Nutters the lot of them. 




  So call us boring, but Rupert and I decide to take on the TMB in a more conventional manner, namely walking, and leave the more extreme, ultra stuff to the bright young things. Actually, we aim to begin the walk on the first weekend of September, the very same weekend that the ultra marathon ends, our initial research suggesting that it is generally best to avoid the UTMB due to the demands upon accommodation over the period of the race itself. But we might possibly brush shoulders (or rucksacks) with a few of the runners or even follow in their eager slipstream. 




  The TMB can be walked clockwise or anticlockwise, the latter being the favoured mode. There does not seem to be a very persuasive or specific reason for this other than the fact that the traditional starting point for the walk is the small town of Les Houches in the Chamonix valley, about seven kilometres southwest from Chamonix itself. To walk clockwise from Les Houches would mean having to take on the steep 1,500-metre climb up to Le Brévent, which would be a tough first day for any walker, so better to head off in the other direction. Walking clockwise, against the flow as it were, also means that you would periodically meet waves of walkers coming from the opposite direction and more than anything else this would involve a lot of hellos, bonjours or ciaos and I don't think I could cope with that for two hours each morning. It would also follow that you would meet a new group of walkers at each night's rest point. But walking with the flow, anticlockwise, you would be meeting many of the same people following the same stages as yourself and my experience when walking the GR10 was that hooking up with fellow walkers along the way was one of the great pleasures of the journey. 




  The definitive guidebook for this walk is Tour of Mont Blanc: Complete Two-way Trekking Guide1 by Kev Reynolds and it is such a good book that we will do more or less anything that Kev suggests. He sets out a good, clear and manageable stage-by-stage route plan along with plenty of sound, informative advice. So following on from our conventional decision to walk rather than run the TMB, we continue in our conformist ways and decide to take the anticlockwise option. 




  So we know when we are going to go and which way round we are going to go, the next decision being how we are actually going to get down to Les Houches itself, which sits about 75 kilometres southeast of Geneva. Wary of our carbon footprint we dismiss flying, the cheapest and simplest option. The train, our first choice, is too expensive so we decide to drive down via the cross channel ferry at Dover. Like any meaningful journey, the process of travelling is as important (if not more so) than the actual destination itself. This may sound trite but it is something easily lost within the often frenetic routines of our daily lives. The way I see it, the challenge in life is to stay in the moment, to slow down and open oneself up to the experience of what is happing in the immediate present, rather than becoming over preoccupied with the past or future. I know myself that I can too easily become restless, agitated and angst-ridden to the point sometimes when I cease to function and get hit by treacly waves of gloomy inertia. It is as if the thought of all the things I should or could be doing actually result in me doing nothing at all, like some kind of existential paradox. It is not depression, but perhaps not too far from it either. 




  It was probably not until my early twenties that I truly understood the fact that my father suffered from quite severe mental health problems, his mood swinging between deep depression and a fizzing mania, but as a young child I grew up in a house where the thick, dark, suffocating blanket of his depression was never that far away. Interestingly, one of my father's many ways of self-medicating was through walking and while it is a reflective activity it also slows you down and grounds you in the present. You become aware of the immediate reality of your environment, notice the fine detail of all that surrounds you as well as becoming acutely attuned to the physicality of your own body. It is, as we therapists say, all about process. Where you want to get to is clearly important, but how you get there possibly more so. Where Rupert and I want to get to is Les Houches and having dismissed train and plane it is going to be car and ferry, having also quickly dismissed the channel tunnel. You can't beat a ferry for getting a sense of travelling somewhere, even if it is just the short hop across the water to Calais.  




  Overall, our preparation for this walk has been left to the last minute, the timing being dependent upon Jess' exam results in mid-August, which determine which university she will be heading off to and, most importantly, when. We aim to go at the beginning of September to avoid the ultra marathon and also the school holiday period, when things might be a little quieter on the trail. Jess has an offer of a place at Cambridge, where she would start at the beginning of October. However, if she doesn't get her grades then she will be off to Manchester in mid-September, which would mean postponing our walk for another time – most likely next year as I can't imagine not being around when Jess leaves home, alongside all the practicalities of getting her and her various belongings safely relocated to university. So the plans for our walk have become inexorably linked with Jess's exam results. No pressure I tell her, but you had better get those grades. She just gives me a withering look, mumbles something about priorities and suggests what I might do with my water bottle. As it is, on the day after my forty-ninth birthday, she gets the required results so roll on Cambridge and the TMB. 




  This gives us just a couple of weeks to get our kit together, although in relation to the key items such as boots, rucksack, sleeping bag, etcetera, I am all but sorted as I still have these from my earlier trek on the GR10. Rupert though has to start pretty much from scratch, not least with his walking boots, which have become the source of much consternation. Now, tales of Rupert's shoe buying escapades are legendary and I kid you not when I say that there is even a distant story about him being chased out of one particular footwear outlet by a furious man with a shotgun, so enraged was he with Rupert's shoe-based prevarication. So when it comes to buying a pair of walking boots Rupert has form, and you could well imagine shoe shops up and down the land sticking posters up in their window: Beware this man; serve with caution. The build up to our departure and gradual acquisition of our respective kit was rather dominated by talk of Rupert's walking boots and how many he had tried on and taken back in the search for 'the one' (or perhaps I should say 'the two'). 




  Our journey starts in a lay-by next to Wisley Gardens on the Surrey stretch of the A3 at 5.30 a.m. where I have arranged to rendezvous with Rupert who has kindly volunteered the use of his car for the trip. Nicky offers to give me a lift to our meeting point and it is with a strange mixture of excitement, apprehension and tiredness that we wait together for Rupert. The thin light of the cold morning slowly coalesces around us and heavy traffic, even at this time of day, hurtles past and then after a short while we see Rupert pull in and park up ahead. I allow the tiny part of me that momentarily imagined that he might not turn up so that I could go back to my warm, Saturday morning bed, to drift away into the early morning mist. This looks like it then. 
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Three 









After a fond farewell to Nicky (she is getting used to them now), Rupert and I head off towards Dover, and although we are late we feel relaxed about it. I tell Rupert about a gangster book I once read in which the central protagonist, an Italian Mafioso-type figure, lived by the expression 'the thing is the thing'. I have quite taken to the phrase, in the sense of having to accept the reality of one's situation instead of forever hankering after something better or different. I have even woven it into lectures to my students at university when discussing the relative merits of analytic interpretation within children's symbolic play, but they just stare at me blankly and wonder if I have finally lost the plot. The thing is the thing? Anyway, Rupert and I decide to adopt a 'the thing is the thing' philosophy for our trip, which means the concept of lateness suddenly ceases to exist. We will arrive when we arrive. As it is, when we do arrive we are told that a ferry has broken down, the timetable is in chaos and they will try and get us on the next ferry that has space, however long that may take. Some may have been disheartened by this situation but Rupert and I have arrived with the perfect mind-set… the thing is the thing. 




  So after a couple of hours of drinking coffee and idle chat we board the next available ferry and say farewell to Old Blighty and the gradually diminishing White Cliffs of Dover. There is something about ferries that always induces a slight frisson of childhood excitement; the sound of the engines churning away deep below, the oily smell of diesel, the sights and sounds of the crew casting off with chains and ropes the size of tree trunks and finally that moment when you look over the deck railings and see the water zipping past far below. With Nicky and Jess I have spent many a time travelling around the Greek islands on ferries, which is always a delight, and I also remember when as a young child, perhaps six or seven, we went on a family holiday to Spain by ferry and got caught in a great storm in the Bay of Biscay. Practically everyone was struck down with seasickness and hid away in their cabins while I seemed somehow immune and roved around as if I had the whole boat to myself. It's a good way to travel and, in the humble view of Rupert and myself, so much better than taking the tunnel. 




  We are not sure how far we might get today; possibly all the way to Les Houches although at this time of day it's unlikely, so we decide to just see where we are by around 8.00 p.m. and then call it a day and find somewhere to stay. We are disgorged unceremoniously at Calais and strike out on the A25, southeast towards Reims. As always, it feels great to be in France again. We make good progress, taking turns to drive and stopping off for a bit of late breakfast/lunch on the way. We both have a strong desire for a croque-monsieur, that most iconic of French snacks, and somehow just saying 'croque-monsieur' feels reassuring and evokes everything that is good about France. The urban myth surrounding the croque-monsieur is that it came about by the somewhat fortunate accident of French workmen leaving their ham and cheese sandwiches next to a hot radiator all morning and then rather enjoying the gooey result. True or not, the humble croque-monsieur deserves its place in French culinary history. 




  But after all that fanfare, the cafe doesn't have any so we have to satisfy ourselves with a simple ham and cheese baguette. Could we leave them next to the heater? Our ham and cheesy break over, we continue on our way and get as far as Dijon (which somehow seems rather fitting, it being the national home of French mustard) where we decide to call it a day and stop for the night. We are both tired and hungry and after driving around eventually find a cheapish place to stay. It is late by the time we walk into town and everywhere seems closed so we have to make do with a McDonald's and a couple of beers. From the sublime to the ridiculous. 




  We leave Dijon at around 8.00 a.m. and have a good run down the A39 to Les Houches. The French motorways are, as ever, a pleasure to drive on although it is a pleasure you have to pay for. On balance though, I think it is well worth the price as we sweep down the empty road that stretches out ahead of us as far as the eye can see. We branch off eastwards on the A40 towards Geneva and the landscape, which has gradually shifted from flat to gently undulating, opens up into something much more dramatic as we get our first glimpse of the Alps, pushing into the sky ahead of us like snow-capped castle turrets in some kind of distant fairy-tale land. The weather for this transition into the mountain world that we will inhabit for the next ten days or so is perfect, a gorgeous blue sky and golden sun that bodes well for our walk. Rupert and I feel enthused by our first sight of the mountains and buoyed by the fantastic weather. Our plan is to find somewhere in Les Houches where we can safely leave the car and begin walking by early afternoon. We don't really want to hang around and lose another day and with the weather being as it is we feel that the first stage of the walk, about four or five hours, should be manageable even with a late start. 




  As we draw closer the mountains rise ever upwards and we get our first real sense of the Mont Blanc massif itself, a great cathedral of rock and ice, piercing the cobalt sky. Are we really going to walk all the way around this great White Lady, this colossus of a mountain? It seems quite a challenge as we look at it now and we feel both excited and daunted by the prospect of the journey ahead of us. 




  We arrive in Les Houches around midday and feel pleased with our progress. After a little drive around town to orientate ourselves we come to rest in the car park by the Bellevue cable car and start the process of gathering ourselves for the walk to come, sorting out what to leave and what to take as we abandon the comparative security of the car and head off on foot. I am as ruthless as possible, dumping everything that seems unnecessary including my raincoat in favour of my trusty poncho that stood me in such good stead in the Pyrenees. I remember well the psychological warfare that took place between my rucksack and I on our long weeks on the GR10. It was a hard-fought battle for control from which I eventually emerged victorious (if not entirely unscathed) and I want to do the best to ensure that this time round I give myself as good an advantage as possible. Rupert, on the other hand, seems intent on taking everything that he doesn't need: a selection of novels, trainers, sketch pad and pastels and a nice range of lotions and potions. I wouldn't be surprised if he has a table lamp, a couple of bottles of Pinot Noir and possibly even a kitchen sink in his burgeoning rucksack. I anticipate that Rupert will soon become embroiled in his very own battle of the bulge over the days to come.  


  Les Houches is the traditional starting point for the TMB as well as a popular ski resort with an impressive range of ski runs and pistes that extend to altitudes of up to 1,900 metres. These ski runs are in frequent use for international events with one run, the Kandahar, being used annually for the Men's Downhill World Cup Ski Championships. It is an attractive town, with its wooden chalet-esque buildings lending a slightly Swiss quality to the place. It's fairly quiet during this relatively sleepy season between summer and winter, but within that quietness there is still a gentle buzz of activity as people wander around with rucksacks, crampons, ropes and ice picks, reflecting the range of activities that draw people to these mountain regions. This place is all about people who like to climb, ski, walk, cycle, run and generally fall over a lot. 
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Four 









The French Alps cover about 35,000 square kilometres of the Western Alpine chain. Imagine a great arc stretching from Lake Geneva to the Mediterranean, 350 kilometres long with an average width of 100 kilometres. Sitting at 4,810 metres, Mont Blanc is the highest point in this chain. I am glad that we are going around this great mountain, rather than up it, but the compulsion to climb as well as circle its flanks is surprisingly strong, an urge that I have to suppress and file away in that worrisome and expanding bottom draw that lurks in the dark recesses of my mind. 




  It's odd, the instinctive desire to climb a mountain 'because it's there' as the adage goes. But it's more than that; like sitting watching the iridescent flames of a crackling fire or lying on the warm stones of a beach listening to the gentle ebb and flow of the tidal waters. These are primal desires, base urges, like some kind of hangover from times gone by, sensual memories associated with the inherent needs of warmth, food, companionship and safety. But these trace memories and instinctual feelings also provide us with a visceral, elemental connection to the world around us and I feel a particular sense of being at peace with myself – a sense of feeling real or alive – when walking and immersing myself in these places. As our romantic friend Saussure said, 'the soul is uplifted, the powers of intelligence seem to widen and in the midst of this majestic silence, one seems to hear the voice of nature and to become the confidante of her most secret workings'.2




  Putting climbing to one side (for the moment), I am also very drawn to the idea of walking around Mont Blanc. I like the idea of circumnavigating this great giant of rock, snow and ice. I am curious about the kind of relationship I and the mountain will have over the next two weeks; an endless sense of wonder and awe, but also the pain of physical endurance, the intense challenge of having to walk 170 kilometres – either uphill or downhill. I like the idea of seeing the mountain move with my ever-changing perspective; the light and shade, the structure, the folds and ridges and the sense that it will always be there; the constant reassurance of its presence like some kind of counterpoint to life's many uncertainties – a companion of sorts. 




  The structural characteristics of the Alps are defined by the enclosed valleys and long glaciers, the pinnacles and aiguilles – the needles – sharp crystalline-like structures of rock pushing into the air like great cracked, fractured spires of rock and stone. They remind me a little of the ice-blue copper sulphate crystals I used to grow in jars of water as a young child. The Alps are relatively young although still many millions of years old, and this puts my own existential anguish about hitting 50 into some perspective. But as Rupert and I ready ourselves for the trail that will lead us deeper into the ancient folds of the mountains I am profoundly aware that this circuitous journey around Mont Blanc seems poignant in so many ways; symbolic of the circularity of life, from birth to death – ashes to ashes perhaps. As I approach the zenith of my own long climb through the decades I am increasingly aware of my own mortality, a concept that up until now has seemed so abstract as to be nothing more than a vague unformed shape gently bobbing on the distant horizon. But strangely, as I manage now to hold the Reaper's gaze with more surety than I ever thought capable, I feel less – not more – concerned about the inevitability of finally shuffling off this mortal coil. As the saying goes, the problem is not death but the incompleteness of one's life and that perhaps is another part of the subtext that compels me to undertake these ventures, the idea that 'Old Father Time' is indeed running out.  




  Talking of ashes and fathers and personal subtexts to this journey, I have in the depths of my rucksack a small plastic tube containing some of my own father's ashes, smuggled through customs like some kind of illicit powdered narcotic… or powdered neurotic in my father's case. After he died our family planted a tree in his memory in the grounds of the village church in his beloved East Sussex and in with the tree went a few handfuls of his rather voluminous ashes that came in a large brown plastic container, similar in style to the original Elizabeth Shaw sweet tubs full of mint imperials or chocolate limes. For some reason we kept some of the ashes just in case. Just in case of what I am not sure; might there be some unforeseen future circumstance when we suddenly stop and think, 'Crikey, thank God we still have some of Dad's old ashes left.' So for the last few years he has remained in our attic, sealed genie-like in his plastic tub, alongside Nicky's parents who seem to have also fallen victim to the 'just in case' syndrome. 




  My father was quite a character and would have been quite at home among the early alpinists, explorers, scientists and romantic socialites who descended upon Mont Blanc and the Alps in the 1700s. A brilliant orthopaedic surgeon, prodigious writer, academic, linguist, musician, translator, traveller and, on top of all this, he was something of a great walker. My mother used to call him the 'wandering Jew' and his almost pathological restlessness led him (or drove him) all over the world. 




  Funnily enough, when he was in his forties and a few years before I was born, my father actually lived in Switzerland for a year or so while working for the World Health Organisation. So he wasn't quite Dr Who but was a WHO doctor. He lived with my mother and my elder brothers in a small village called Soral in the western tip of Switzerland and wrote of his hikes in the 'fierce and wild' country in the mountains above Visp at the far end of Valais. He told the story of J. B. Leishman, the 'great translator', who fell to his death from the very same mountain paths that he walked upon, thankfully my father was not following his exact footsteps. My mother recalls that from their house in Soral, when the valley wasn't filled with mist, they could see Mont Blanc and as I stand here now it is strange to think that all those years ago my parents were also living within its austere presence. Like a keeper of stories, a holder of histories, time flows around this mountain.  




  It's a beautiful sunny afternoon; a clear blue sky adorned with white clouds that perch like little fluffy hats upon the snow-capped peaks of the surrounding mountains. The September sun is surprisingly hot so we smother ourselves with suncream, fill our water bottles and finally hoist our rucksacks onto our protesting backs. Rupert has been slightly disparaging about my choice of walking gear, specifically my wooden stick and my hat. 




  My walking stick, or 'staff' as Rupert rather quaintly calls it, is a trusty veteran of my trek along the GR10 and there is a rough line etched into the handle for each of the 53 days that this epic journey took, a little like the days of a prison sentence scratched into the cold stone of a cell wall. I am very partial to objects and artefacts and my stick is one of my most prized possessions, so deeply attached to it have I become.  




  My hat can best be described as a floral trilby, a rash purchase some years ago at a music festival to protect myself from the sun while listening to Bob Dylan's rough approximation of singing (and God was it rough). That's the problem with attending festivals in one's middle age; you become lulled through a mixture of nostalgia, warm beer and rose-tinted specs into imagining that you are younger than you really are and end up buying something that you think is cool but actually just makes you look like an old bloke who… well, thinks he's cool. Hence the floral trilby. In a strange way I have become much attached to my hat as well, and at home the family know it as my 'gigging hat' because I wear it occasionally when playing with the band. My father was also very partial to walking sticks and eccentric hats, and when I take up my staff and floral trilby I somehow feel emotionally closer to him and perhaps a little like him. My relationship with my father was complex and never easy, but in a funny kind of way these long distance hikes are something of a tribute to him; a recognition of a part of him that I deeply identify with and so for that Dad, I tip my floral hat to you. 
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