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STAGE 1
Chamonix – Argentière

Start Chamonix (1037m)
Distance 9km
Total ascent 300m
Total descent 85m
Time 2hr 15min
High point Argentière (1251m)
Accommodation Chamonix: hotels, youth hostel, camping; Les Praz de 

Chamonix (35min): hotels, camping; Argentière: hotels, 
gîte

Transport options Train and bus (Chamonix–Argentière)

From Chamonix railway station walk down the main 
street, Avenue Michel Croz, alongside shops and restau-
rants, and take the first road breaking to the right. This is 
Rue Whymper, which leads to a roundabout opposite the 
Ecole Nationale de Ski et d’Alpinisme. Continue straight 
ahead along the road signed to Les Praz and Argentière, 
soon leaving the town behind.

Shortly after passing the Chamonix–Mont Blanc road 
sign (15min from the station) note a bus stop on the left, 
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This initial, very short stage is suggested as a prelude for walkers who arrive 
in Chamonix late in the day and wish to get a few kilometres under their 
boots before seeking overnight accommodation. Those who arrive early and 
fresh enough from their travels can, of course, combine this with Stage 2 and 
continue over Col de Balme to Trient for a 7–8hr day.

It’s a valley walk without any passes to tackle. But it’s a pleasant walk all 
the same, with a few short ascents to contend with. It begins by threading 
a way among the crowds that throng the streets of Chamonix and heads 
upvalley on the road leading out of town, but then takes a path through 
woods and across open glades with a wonderful introductory view of the 
Drus standing guard over the Mer de Glace. Crossing the Arveyron the 
walk enters Les Praz de Chamonix, then over the river Arve onto another 
woodland path that is followed most of the way to Argentière.

Chamonix’s valley is dominated by the Mont Blanc massif whose jagged 
aiguilles form fenceposts of granite and whose glaciers hang in sheets of 
arctic splendour above the town and its neighbouring forests. On the walk to 
Argentière there are several opportunities to gaze upon such scenes, while 
the bare northern wall with the russet-coloured Aiguilles Rouges is largely 
hidden from view.

As early as 1741 Chamonix – then a small village – was ‘discovered’ by 
Richard Pococke and William Windham, whose Account of the Glaciers or 
Ice Alps in Savoy sowed the seeds of popularity for the valley; a popularity 

that has steadily increased from a lowly trickle to the present-day deluge of 
tourists who threaten an overkill, with around a million visitors per year in 
Chamonix alone.

Footpaths along the valley are busy during the summer and will remain so 
for the first three stages; that is, until the route of the Tour of Mont Blanc (TMB) 
has been left behind after Champex. During the high season there’s likely to be 
a heavy demand for accommodation. Booking in advance is recommended.
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there will be several more to follow in the days ahead. 
The path eventually brings you out of the woods at a 
small pond by a chairlift station. Go onto the road and 
bear right into Champex (7hr).

CHAMPEX (1466M)

Also known as Champex-Lac to emphasise its lakeside position, this modest-sized 
village has developed as an all-year resort. During the summer there’s swimming 
in a heated pool, boating and fishing in the lake. The alpine garden (Jardin Alpin 
Flore-alpe) above the village on the hillside to the north contains more than 4000 
plants, and is generally reckoned to be the finest collection in Switzerland.

Accommodation (hotels, pensions, dortoirs, camping), restaurants, shops, PTT, 
bus link with Orsières and Martigny. Tourist information: tel 027 775 23 83, 
www.champex.ch. Lower-priced accommodation: Pension En Plein Air, 61 
places in dortoirs/beds, suitable for budget group accommodation, open mid-
January to the end of September (tel 027 783 23 50).

Arriving in Champex late in the afternoon we sought dortoir accommoda-
tion and were soon booked in at the Plein Air, to find comfortable beds in 
a dormitory with curtains dividing the room to allow a degree of privacy 
not normally experienced in such places. I went for a shower and came out 
at the same time as a Dutchman whom we’d met the previous evening in 
Trient. We both had wet towels and socks to dry so went onto the balcony 
outside our room to hang them out overnight. As we stood there, suddenly 
the balcony floor gave way beneath us and crashed onto the pavement, leav-
ing the Dutchman and me hanging from the rail high above the street. We 
were wondering how to swing back into our room in safety when a shout 
from below caught our attention. It was a German trekker who’d also been 
in Trient the previous night. ‘This looks good,’ he called, waving his camera. 
‘Hold it there, I would like a photo of this.’

STAGE 3A
Trient – Col de la Forclaz – Alp Bovine – Champex

From the church in Trient walk up to the main Col de la 
Forclaz road and bear right along it. Look for a sign on 
the left to Sentier du Bisse-Glacier by a stone cross. A 
broad grass track swings up the hillside in easy loops, and 
at junctions you follow signs for Col de la Forclaz (soon 
leaving the bisse route), and eventually the track brings 
you onto the road. Cross the road over the footbridge, 
and climb steeply at first through woods, to finally 
emerge at Col de la Forclaz (50min).

Start Trient (1279m)
Distance 16km
Total ascent 1040m
Total descent 850m
Time 5hr 45min
High point Above Alp Bovine (2049m)
Accommodation Col de la Forclaz (45min): hotel, dortoir, camping; Alp 

Bovine (2hr 30min): emergency dortoir only; Champex 
d’en Haut (4hr 30min): auberge/gîte, hotel; Champex: 
hotels, pensions, dortoirs, camping

Transport options Postbus (Trient–Col de la Forclaz–Martigny); train 
(Martigny–Orsières); bus (Orsières–Champex)

This route is the bad-weather alternative to the more demanding Fenêtre 
d’Arpette crossing, but it should not be assumed that it is an uninteresting 
walk, or indeed easy. Far from it. It’s a green and pleasant way, among forest 
and pasture and with good views down into the Rhône valley and across 
to the Bernese Alps that rise on the northern side. Since this is the path of 
the main TMB (the Fenêtre route is a variante) it is well used, but the vast 
majority of walkers will be coming towards you.
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COL DE LA FORCLAZ (1528m) Accommodation at 
Hôtel du Col de la Forclaz; 65 places in rooms and 
dortoirs (tel 027 722 26 88, www.coldelaforclaz.
ch), camping, refreshments, shop.

COL DE LA FORCLAZ

The path from Chalet du Glacier to the col was originally laid with rails in 
order to transport ice from the Trient glacier to the hotel on the pass. The road 
which crosses Col de la Forclaz, thereby linking Martigny with Chamonix 
was built between 1825 and 1887. The first motor vehicles crossed in 1912, 
with a maximum approved speed of 18km per hour – none were allowed to 
make the journey by night.
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