Southbourne Canoe Club & Chums
Southern French Alps

June 2006

It was early in the winter paddling season when Chas got the urge to go abroad for the summer of 2006. Emails flooded in and between 8 & 10 paddlers expressed an interest. The next decision to be made was where we should go, somewhere new like the Austrian Alps or go back the trusty French Alps, some time was spent looking into both possibilities and in the end Chas chose France for various reasons – less rain – warmer weather – no recent floods (unlike Austria) so rivers should be in a stable state.

We ended up with a group of eight paddlers filling two cars, and two others joining us in France.

· Southbourne paddlers were had Chas, Rich, Luther and Gareth (with Mark joining us later).

· Ringwood paddlers were Graham Bland and Ross (with Tim joining us later).

· Together with Graham Dunn (ex-Southbourne) and his friend Martin.

Swim Count

The swim count for the trips is as follows, we had 7 paddlers taking 12 swims with Luther and Gareth getting the most points.

Sadly three paddlers decided that they would not join in the fun, Martin and both Graham’s.

Swim count by paddler

· Martin, Graham B and Graham D – zero swims

· Chas – 1 swim 

· Monday - Châteaux Queryas Gorge

· Rich – 1 swim 

· Friday - Lower Guisane

· Mark - 1 swim 

· Friday - Lower Guisane

· Ross – 1 swim 

· Thursday – Ubaye Race Course

· Tim – 2 swims

· Monday - Châteaux Queryas Gorge 

· Tuesday – Onde                                                                                                        

· Luther – 3 swims 

· Saturday – Middle Guisane

· Monday - Châteaux Queryas Gorge                                        

· Tuesday – Durance Slalom Course                                                                                               

· Gareth – 3 swims 

· Sunday – Durance (Rabioux)                     

· Monday - Châteaux Queryas Gorge                               

· Tuesday – Onde   

Following Chas’s description of the Châteaux Queryas Gorge (2M wide and 150M deep) as being an easy 1km bimble with just one S bend to negotiate at the mid point, this Gorge and its infamous S bend took the highest poll of the week with 4 swimmers including Chas who was leading and arranging safety !!.

Story of the trip on a daily basis

Fri PM (16th June)

The A Team were itching to leave – Rich arrives at Chas’s; Janet presses for car to be packed (does this mean Chas will forget something – of this you can be sure). Together they picked up Graham B and Ross from Ringwood and set off on the long journey to Dover.

The B Team had already driven up to Farnham to meet Graham D to change cars and move kit.

M25 was a “moving traffic jam” from M3 to the Clacket Lane services. Team A at this point were running 1 hour behind Team B.

Team B cleared the M25, and were on the M20. Gareth spots that the ferry tickets were booked back to front. Seems we are booked outbound tonight, Calais to Dover and return Dover to Calais one week later. Frantic phone calls to Chas – the no blame culture took a bit of a dent.

Team B arrived at Dover about 10 mins ahead of Team A. Luther sorts the ticket fiasco out at a cost of £20 (£2.50 each). Chas asks what all the fuss was about.

Fri PM / Sat AM

Both teams arrive in France and head off south in convoy, driving one hour on, one hours navigating and two hours off. Team B struggled with just three drivers as Gareth’s Channel Island driving licence would not be accepted by Graham D’s insurance company.

It was a flat drive all the way to Grenoble then the mountain driving started, just like something from the Italian job, great fun!

Well we all arrived in Briancon at 1pm and headed for our one and only McDonalds for lunch (Chas’s idea – yuck!).

Sat PM (17th June)

We had 3-4 hours to kill until we could get to our apartment so the eight of us decided to paddle the Middle Guisane, from 2.30pm, Grade 2/3 with one Gr4. We did this in two groups of four.

Martin had an issue with his hip blocks – suffering great discomfort and thigh cramp.

Luther managed the first swim of the trip, but also undertakes a classic self rescue, which was good because water was absolutely freezing. Otherwise the first paddle was pretty uneventful.

Chas’s group arrive at get out in pouring rain and proceed to collect cars together.

Graham’s team supported by (there’s definitely a gr6 round the next bend) Rich, decide to get off at least ½ kilometre above the get out resulting in a lot of confusion as to where the get out really was and a very long walk in the rain.

Martin manages somehow to safely hide his wallet, Luther and Martin revisit McDonalds and both the get in and get out, to try and find it. Just to satisfy the irony gods Graham D finds it 5 minutes after they have left in top pocket of Martins rucksack. Being prepared totally for the mini adventure Martin left his phone behind and Luther had his turned off.

Sat Eve

We eat out at the Spanish pizza joint, loads of wine and beer, followed by even more beer watching the football in the square.

Sun AM (18th June)

Both teams paddle the Durance from St Clement to the Rabioux for lunch. This was a gr2/3 paddle on a wide river with huge volume of water.

We had some entertainment over lunch at the Rabioux wave. Watching a series of groups pass through the wave with a large number of swimmers. One girl even gave up before hitting the water – throwing away her paddles and reaching for the deck while the right way up.

Gareth gets a great number of plays on the wave after lunch, but on his last he fails to roll and swims. The second swim from Team B.

Sun PM

Both teams continue to paddle the Durance from the Rabioux to Embrum; this is gr2/3, more of the same but with better surf.

We get the Embrum play wave and Martin pulls a full complete loop on his second play, this raises the bar for the locals who all try to copy him and fail.

We drive back to Briancon and go to the upper town beside the Castle for a beer. In the car park Graham D’s car dies, with alternator failure, followed by frantic calls to the RAC.

Sun Eve

Tim arrives in his Honda Civic  (what a life saver – he only decided to join us on Friday evening), now we have a second car again. Tim joins team A

Off to a different restaurant and again wine plus beers.

Mark arrives very late from flight into Turin – does not join Team B until Monday.
Mon AM (19th June)
Graham D’s car removed by a French mechanic for repair. 
Mark arrives in his Fiat Punto with an innovative towel and foam roof rack.

Some time is spent re-organising travel and boats including the unloading Tim’s Tardis of a Honda.

Tim then announces that his car overheats and he needs to run the heater in 30c daytime temps (Luther is delegated to navigate for him).

We paddle the Middle Guile, gr 3/4. Marks paddle has been given the full treatment by the flight baggage handlers and is found to be broken on the river after 100m – swaps to a spare set. Mark also rolled and lost his sunnies.

Mon PM

Stopped for lunch just above the infamous Chateau de Queryas Gorge.  

Everyone takes took a look at the 1km gorge, Chas said it was a bimble (but just watch out for the S bend), Mark decides to take a rest and the remaining nine paddled the Chateau de Queryas Gorge.

All rolled on the middle S bend feature, a mixture of backwards, upside down, and a number of swimmers resulted.  All the playboat’s do it backwards or upside down. Chas (it’s a bimble), Tim, Luther, Gareth all swim the second half from the S bend including the big drops – knees and legs take a bit of a bashing. Chas’s PFD comes undone around his waist and he gets a lot of down time!

Chas does a self rescue and encourages Luther to pull himself out. Everyone all mucks in to rescue Gareth’s boat together with Tim’s paddle and boat. During this swim Gareth’s paddling shoe was sacrificed to the river gods.

We returned back over the mountains, with some great views.

RAC report Graham’s car “is broken, part ordered, call back tomorrow”

Mon Eve

Rich cooks a fantastic chilli for us all, Chas saves some for breakfast.

Afterwards all head off to the café in square for ice-cream and watch Spain vs. Tunisia.  Luther arranges with the café owner that he will show the England game for the next day, also books the pizzeria next door.

Tue AM (20th June)

Nine of us paddled the Onde, a very good and technical gr3/4.

Luther chose not to paddle, a good choice.

We split into 3 groups of 3.

There was a lot of fuss about the feature at the top. Several paddlers choose to get on below it, although it was fine and no dramas occurred.

The large tree across the river that Tim and Gareth had a good look at, resulted in both of them swimming. Tim’s boat pins and it rescued by Martin, Rich and Ross.

Gareth boat pins, and is freed by Graham B, missed further down and makes it almost to the bottom; Ross collects by wading into the river (technical swim?). It has some interesting modifications to the hull and fittings.

We encountered a playful/annoying wolf masquerading as a dog who tried to pee all over Ritchie’s throw line/kit, whilst we gathering kit
Tue PM

All nine of us paddled the Gyronde and Durance. Gareth pulled out as boat was damaged after its solo swim down the Onde and he wanted to go shopping to replace the boot he lost on the Chateau de Queryas Gorge.
This was a comfortable gr3, starting at the Canoe Control camp site and ending just below the Durance slalom course.

An interesting weir part way down in the gorge all had a good look and most were talked into it by Chas, but it was uneventful in the end.

Graham B states prematurely “the first river with no swims”….

…Luther is out by the end of the next section, the last play wave on the Slalom course, Chas carries out the rescue.

Tue Eve

Gareth’s boat’s foot rest was fixed by using a kettle and Chas stomping on the bent bits of metal to straighten them out.

Pizza and football in the square as pre arranged and sadly England only manage to draw 2-2 with Sweden.

Martin walked into a glass door, broke his nose and bruised his left shoulder, but had plenty to drink to dull the pain.

Wed AM (21st June)
All ten of us crossed over into Italy to paddle the amazing grade 3/4 river, the Dora Riparia.

At the get in a JCB was moving huge rocks around to divert the river – dicing with death balancing on the river bank and moving enormous boulders that were pulling him over into the river.
At the gr4 section most of us portaged a nasty looking and scary slot, with only Ross and Rich running it in their barges.

A stunning run through the gorge, followed by sun burn over lunch at the end.

“The first river with no swims”….

Wed PM

Back into France to paddle the Middle Claree gr3/4. 

Martin declined to paddle due to issues with nose; shoulder etc, Chas, Luther and Mark joined him at a local hotel for Coke and chat.

Graham B, Ross, Rich, Tim, and Gareth paddled.

More fun with Graham D’s car, wrong part arrived, correct part being shipped from Paris, bloke claims 170 Euro for alternator, 450 Euro in total, claims it will be ready by Friday, and he’ll deliver!

“The first and only day with no swims”….

Wed Eve

Out on the town yet again. Found little courtyard restaurant, hostess seems less than pleased to see us, she told us it would rain “and it did”.
As it’s the summer solstice the town is having La Fete Music. It’s packed and there’s music everywhere, DJ’s to live bands, and even a jazz band.

Chas calls it a day at 10:30 but Luther and Gareth survive till 3AM, 

Thu AM (22nd June)

Today we had eleven paddlers on the upper Ubaye gr 2/3, one extra German.

Matthias from Germany joins us for this section, together with his Kendo, Schegels and a full face helmet.

Graham B plays on a small wave and informs others that it is very shallow, take care! Graham goes back in and checks just how shallow it is by going over.

Thu PM

Eight of us paddled the “Race Course” section of the Ubaye, Gareth and Luther were suffering badly from the previous late night and give it a miss.

A great section of gr3/4 with plenty of opportunity for play, surf and large eddies.

Ross swims from a stopper on a grade 4 section.

Martin showed off doing every play/trick he knew, including a rock roll, bruising that same shoulder again.

Simply an awe inspiring gorge/canyon.

Everyone was keen to get out before the 3rd gorge, widely announced (by Chas) to be the gorge of no return.

RAC report car should be ready by Fri. If not then hire a replacement and then they pay for someone to come back over and get the car.

Thu Eve

On the way back we take the scenic low land route to save Tim’s car overheating. We eat at Embrum in a nice fish restaurant on the river side Embrum wave, great food.

Fri AM (23rd June)

Eight of us set off to paddle the Lower Guisane, gr4.

All but Luther (!) and Martin (shoulder) decide to paddle. Graham D decides to walk gr4 onwards. This section is excellent, with lots of pour over’s, some more sticky than others.

All stop in a big eddy, Chas says ‘There might a bit more round the corner’, shrugs his shoulders, sticks his nose clip on and heads off.

Chas skirts round a river wide stopper, Rich decides his creek boat is safe to go through it but gets sucked back in a well worked. Mark follows Rich saying he was only trying to dislodge the boat (and does) but also gets worked and swims. This was the last sighting of the Double Dutch paddles. Rich self rescues his boat just down stream.

Chas chases Mark’s Booster on his own until it jams mid stream on a rock, and then has to wait ½ hr for everyone else to catch up. Ross manages to run over the Booster but this flips Ross over and he takes a few head knocks but no swim. Later the Booster gets run over by a raft which jams it in even further.

After at least an hour of bent branch and rope work the boat is eventually rescued by Darren from Canoe Control, who is passing by and decides to just walk in the river and pull it out.

Final section is uneventful until the get out; Chas looses his paddles whilst climbing up the bank, Ross rescues them and then had another roll in for the bargain using both a left and right handed paddle – Chas’s paddles get thrown away in disgust (but luckily they jam in the river bank and get recovered).

All had lunch and beer on the bank.

Fri PM

The car part has arrived!!!!!! Will the car get fixed? The saga continues.

Martin asked a group leaving to paddle the river to watch for the lost paddles that he’d loaned to Mark.

Tidy and wash up.

Sort out finances. Settle up for food between the four of us. Pay Tim for fuel/mileage.

Give Luther money for cleaning / deposit. Take the piss cause he’s always losing money.

Hide the cleaning money while Luther’s not watching. (  “I knew all along you wind-up b*st*rds!” (
Relax!

Fri Eve

We revisited a restaurant from earlier in the week and had a nice meal sitting outside in the sunshine. The owner bought out a liqueur which he set on fire and gave us to drink, tasted like cough mixture.
Off to bed early as we were setting off at 4am for Calais.

Sat AM (24th June)

An uneventful drive back to Calais; except for Team B who took the wrong turning at Leon and had to pay even more tolls to go through the tunnel under the city.

Team A arrived at Calais first and found that our ticket booking had not be reversed for our return journey, Chas hid in the back and lets Ross negotiate – which he did very well, no extra charges. 
Team A boards the ferry, Chas calls team B and tells them “we are on board - doors are closed – you missed it”. Only for team a to be squeezed in at the very last moment by the ferry crew and to turn up in the bar as the Ferry sailed out of the harbour.
A minor was epic averted when a car in the ferry queue is leaking lots of fuel, after Rich is ignored by the owner we informed the ferry company who isolated the car, owner was arrested on arrival in the UK.
Team A flew back from Dover in record time thanks to Chas’ driving! to complete a very successful trip
