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7th AnnuAl joint AC-CAf meet, CAlAnques, 29 APril - 6 mAy 2018

“Le vent dans la plaine 
Suspend son haleine”
Favart 
“Don’t like the French. Don’t like 
their hoppety, skippety ways”
Hermann Melville, Billy Budd
“When the present is so exacting, who 
can annoy himself about the future?”
Robert Louis Stevenson, Travels with a 
donkey in the Cévenne

On this year’s annual joint meet with 
the Marseille section of the Club Alpin 

Français, seven AC members were able to 
enjoy the ‘accueil chaleureux’ of our hosts 
on their home territory. What an idyllic 
region this is! With numerous opportunities 
to climb long or short, traditional or sport 
routes on limestone or sandstone, many 
with beautiful long approaches in amongst 
the calanques (creeks), which punctuate 
the coastline, it is 2-3 hours’ drive from the 
Alps, and blessed with a sunny climate and 
a lingering sense of history. For this was the 
playground of Georges Livanos (the Greek), 
Gaston Rebuffat and Robert Gabriel.

After being welcomed at the airport 
by our host Remi Songeon, we had a 
short warm up afternoon on the crags 
at Châteauneuf-les-Martigues. Then we 
headed for the ‘Grande Candelle’, fittingly 
the first summit of the Calanques with a 

recorded ascent, in 1879 by the then British 
Consul in Marseille, Frank Mark. We were 
accompanied by three CAF members to its 
lower level, the Socle de la Candelle, and 
in five groups of two, climbed the Arête 
de Cassis (1940), and the Arête du Diable, 
first climbed in 1951 by ‘the Greek’ and 
his wife Sonia Livanos (who died in April 
aged 95) and Robert Gabriel. Some routes 
are polished here, but with our hosts’ inside 
knowledge, we knew we would only be 
enjoying quality routes in remote settings.

Next we visited Cap Canaille, which offers 
red sandstone adventure climbing at its best.  
It is reminiscent of Hoy, but without the sea 
birds and their projectile offerings. Instead, 
anxieties were teased by unpredictable 
and sometimes quite untrustworthy rock. 
Hosted by the guide Laurent Aublette and 
Barney Vaucher, another Calanque pioneer, 
two parties climbed Ochre and Roll, which 
certainly gave pause for thought with its 
overhanging traverses, spaced bolts and 
friable holds. On the final pitch, not one, 
but two beautiful jugs flew off and down to 
Cassis below. It’s always good to have an 
attentive belayer, and a helmet! Here, it’s 
all part of the game climbers play. Other 
parties tackled steeper ground with excellent 
climbing, sometimes overhanging, but 
with good jugs on more solid ground. So 
good it was, that they rapelled back down 
for another route on the top section. The 
headcount at the car park that day led to 
cry of relief from Remi.  Later, some of us 
were invited to Barney (photo right) and 
Jacquie Vaucher’s house, and enjoyed his 
amusing stories about Hamish and Tut, 
various British climbers’ mischievous antics, 
and his early expeditioning. After the second 
(third?..) pastis, we all came away charmed, 
and Nick with a signed copy of his erotic 
novella and his new book (signed and now 
in the AC library) ‘Dolomites, 150 ans 
d’escalade’ which he has just published with 
Catherine Destivelle.

Next we headed to the 1938 route Voie 
du Baou Rouge, (also known as Le 
Panoramique du Devenson) and another 
Livanos route, the 1949 Grande Arête 

du Devenson. These two routes involve a 
‘mini expedition’ and escape 200 metres 
from the cirque below, which we accessed 
via an exposed, loose scramble, the rappel 
being closed due to a bird ban.  This 
only added to the adventure, and after 
surviving the two-hour approach, we split 
into two parties headed for eye-catching 
lines on either side of the calanque. 
The Panoramique party continued the 
precarious traverse about 50 metres above 
the sea, negotiating an area of rock fall 
and using dubious fixed ropes to pull 
up on steep slippery sections - a magical 
mystery tour. Max then kicked off with 
Bernard seconding, followed by Richard 

View from the Arête du Diable: Richard & 
Olivier abseiling.

Adele on Ochre & Roll

Climber on Ouvreur de Bouse

The Team with Romain and Bernard (on the right)



and Giles and lastly Adele and Nigel. Seven 
pitches of highly varied bolted climbing, 
with a consistent 5c grade, wound back 
and forth across a huge rib of rock. Always 
with stunning views of the tantalising azure 
sea, the swimming opportunities gradually 
receded, as the three groups climbed higher. 
A few well-loved holds appeared at crux 
sections, just to tear attention away from 
the view. Belayers could enjoy spotting 
the other party in an improbable position 
on the cliff opposite, before the next pitch 
demanded renewed focus. On the Grande 
Arête (a trad route), Romain negociated 
some tricky moves on the steep opening 
6a pitches, before the angle eased towards 
the top crack system, which was led by 
Rafal, who displayed his Polish (polished?) 
technique, cleaning the route as he led, 
as Nick and Romain tried to relax on the 
pleasant ledge below.  Our hosts on this 
magnificent day were Bernard Hamel 
(former CAF president) and Romain 
Rusche, both past enthusiastic participants 
on the joint meets. 

1879 marked the beginning of the history 
of rock climbing here, but it gathered 
momentum throughout the 20th century 
and there are now well over 3000 
routes. Back on the Grande Candelle, 
we next enjoyed a lovely combination of 

‘Gutenberg’, a four pitch sport route on 
the Socle, followed by the breezy classic, 
the 1927 Arête de Marseille (immortalised 
by Rebuffat, and the famous photo of him 
bridging across the void). Perhaps the most 
aesthetically pleasing line in the whole 
region, this is a rite of passage for every 
local climber. With a polished first pitch and 
magnificent airy step from the initial tower 
onto its main ridge, it offers pleasant easy 
climbing with a superb panorama over the 
whole Calanques.

We were then invited for a soirée at CAF’s 
Marseilles headquarters, by the Vieux Port, 
in the centre of the city. This happened to be 
the occasion of the second leg of Marseilles’s 
UEFA semi-final against Salzburg. Having 
dodged the boisterous crowds, we had the 
chance to talk about and advertise our 
collaboration to a selection of CAF’s 1000 
Marseilles members, introduce the Alpine 
Club, point out its aims and differences, 
and contemplate the prospect of another 
joint meet in Scotland next year. A very 
pleasant evening was enjoyed by all – a 
true celebration of the exchange, climbing 
and its history, and a chance to share 
our enthusiasms. Ideas were mooted for 
meets together in neutral venues, and we 
also noted the French interest in visiting 
Gogarth, Orkney, and others.  The AC 
presented to CAF a signed copy of The 
Climbers by Jim Herrington.  Jim had 
been at the AC Club House a few weeks 
previously, and was known in Marseilles 
for his determined photographic study of 
senior climbers. By the time Nick’s speech 
(Ed: competently delivered en Français) had 
finished, Barney Vaucher had promised 
to tear out the photo of a scowling Sonia 
Livanos and Marseilles were 2-0 down. 
Once the pizzas arrived, things started to 
look up, and Rafal Malcyzk’s talk about his 
Himalayan adventures with Derek Buckle 
inspired genuine interest amongst the CAF 
members, some lively translating skills (and 
commentary) from Barney, and three goals 
from Marseilles, winning them a place in 
the final against Madrid. All this made 
for an exciting trip back to our digs in La 
Ciotat.

The final full day of climbing with our 

French hosts took us to the Montagne 
Sainte Victoire, and the beautiful landscapes 
which Cézanne painted and repainted. 
Here the limestone is of a quite different 
character, and we were struck by the 
long and sustained pitches, with bolts 
sometimes only every 5 or 6 metres.  What 
a gorgeous setting to enjoy and admire the 
focus of our climbers, as they tackled, in 
their varied ways, the run-out sections of 
steep limestone. Dinner at Le Boudoir in 
Aix-en-Provence gave pleasant relief after a 
memorable day.  

Finally, a few of our party visited the Paroi 
Noir for pleasant multi-pitch routes to 
round off a magnificent week.  Here, British 
tactics were adopted once more - three 
climbers at one point perched in a tiny 
stance, attached to a rusty peg and bolt just 
five metres below the giant belay point.  A 
brush with the poison ivy left an impressive 
souvenir of the final day. 

What a privilege it is to spend a week with 
local climbers in their backyard! 
We would like to thank Remi Songeon 
and all at the CAF Marseille for arranging 
perfect weather, for their wonderful 
hospitality, efficient organisation, 
impeccable selection of routes, and for 
allowing us to profit from their boundless 
enthusiasm and enviable climbing skills.  
The ‘match de retour’ will take place in 
Glen Coe in March 2019, so Scottish winter 
climbers are asked to watch out for updates 
on the AC website.  We feel it is important 
to do all we can to nurture this precious 
collaboration, and it has been an honour to 
represent the AC in France in our various 
ways.

Words by Nick Smith; Photos by the Team

AC members in attendance: Nigel Bas-
sam, Richard Lade, Adele Long, Rafal-
Malcyk, Giles Robertson, Nicholas Smith 
(coordinator), Remi Songeon, Malcolm 
Streeton
Remi Songeon is a member of the AC and 
CAF Marseille. He is happy to welcome 
members on their summer meet, and can 
be contacted via Alpinet.

Laurent on Arete de Marseilles

Romain directing the descent in Devenson

At Sainte Victoire with Laurent and Céline

Giles on Crêt Saint Michel, La 
Chaloupée (5c)


