Guided kayaking trips in Europe’s Grand Canyon De Verdon with Deb Pinnger and KARA Expeditions – May -June-July-August- September 2007 

Who will guide us on the Verdon? - Deb Pinniger is based in the Southern French Alps, in the small town of L’argentiere.-La-Besse. This spring and summer Deb together with KARA Expeditions will be offering guided trips down the Verdon Gorge. Deb has paddled the Verdon Gorge over ten times and knows this section or river extremely well and at different water levels.

About the Grand Canyon De Verdon - The Grand Canyon De Verdon is an amazing place and the section of river that flows in its depths is truly a world-class day trip and a must if you are in the Southern France area. The section of river paddled is about 30km, of class 3-4 white water most of the way, until you arrive at Lake Croix. During summer time EDF releases water every Tuesday and Friday, with a guaranteed release of between ten and fifteen cmcs. This release is due to commercial operators working on the upper river.

Who are the Verdon guided trips for? - The Verdon guided trips are aimed at competent class 3-4 kayakers, that are both physically and mentally prepared to undertake a mini ten, to twelve-hour expedition. 

Why a guides trip? - The Verdon is made up of lime stone rock that has been eroded extensively over time creating many siphons, caves and un-navigable passages, making it potentially hazardous in places. It is due to these geological characteristics that make it a more complicated run than any normal river. Big limestone blocks hide the passages in many places and it takes a lot of time, no matter how skilled the group is to navigate through this gorge safely. With a good team, a lot of scouting and care you may well have one of your best paddling experiences ever.

Having a guide that knows the terrain well, will not only make your trip safer, but will also lessen your time scouting helping to make your trip more fluid. 

Trip Itinery 

Day 1- Meet in L’Argenteire, at a time to be arranged.  Drive together over to the Verdon, where will stay in a campsite for the night on the Casterlan side of the canyon. We will also prepare the shuttle that evening, for the following day. 

Day 2- Put on the pre canyon around 8.00am and spending the day paddling inside Europe’s Grand Canyon. Starting at 8.00am, will allow ample time to stop and take photos and have a relaxed descent.  

Take out: There are a couple of options, one is to camp at Lake Sainte Croix at the take out of the gorge, the other is to run a two hour shuttle after a full day of paddling. 

Prices for a guided Verdon trip 

Day 1 – Travel expenses and fee €150.00

Day 2- Guiding, in the Verdon Gorge, with a ratio of 1-3 paddlers  - €250.00. 

Note- A second guide for four – six paddlers will be needed and is an additional €250.00.

Total for a group of three -€400.00 

Please note – The Price for an individual, or two paddlers will be the same as three. 

For more information on Verdon trips, please contact Deb Pinniger on 

debpinniger@yahoo.com
Telephone – 0044 -7881831921

Telephone – 0033-671568077

Here is some more information on the Verdon Gorge  – Taken from an article in Canoe Kayak Magazine by Deb Pinniger in 2005 

Verdon By Deb Pinniger 

The magnetism to Southern France remains a mystery, its rich culture and heritage, good weather and the guaranteed number of great rivers to paddle with easy access, makes it hard to better. 

Hiding away in between Le Alp’s de Haute Provence and the Var is one of Europe’s supreme treasures, The Grand Canyon De Verdon. Flowing peacefully in the depths of its vast limestone walls, famous to climbers throughout the world. The Verdon is like a prize piece, in a gallery of Europe’s greatest rivers, it is quite simply one of Europe’s best! 

Though the Verdon is significantly smaller than Arizona’s Grand Canyon, its narrow rock walls loom over it like a cathedral, hiding a beautiful, wild and extremely impressive river, with no exit until it flows in to Lac de Ste Croix. 

Running the Grand Canyon

The Verdon is an amazing place and really worth a trip if you are in the Southern France area.  In the summer time it releases every Tuesday and Friday, with a guaranteed release of between ten and fifteen cmcs, this release is due to commercial operators working on the upper river. 

To run the Grand Canyon, you will need to be a well equipped group, who are compete tent on class four water and ready to take on a full ten to twelve hour mission. 

The Verdon is made up of very porous lime stone rock and has been eroded extensively over time, causing many siphons, caves and undercuts, making it extremely hazardous in places. However with a good team and a lot of scouting and care you may well have one of your best paddling experiences ever.

The Area

The Verdon area, is classic Provence and caters for a mass influx of tourists during the holidays periods. There are many campsites around the area of Castalan. 

Along with kayaking the Grand Canyon there are lots of opportunities to participate in other activities or experiences. There are great walks in to the canyon and the Lake at the end of the canyon is great for just chilling out and swimming in, there are also a number of local villages to go and wonder around. If you were heading down to paddle the Verdon, it would certainly be worth making a trip of it and enjoying the area for a couple of days.

There is a pre canyon before the Grand Canyon, which offers easier white water and a less committing run. For information on the pre canyon, check out Peter Knowles’s South Alp’s guidebook.

River Guide To The Grand Canyon 

Below is a description and a guide to the main rapids of the Grand Canyon, this is by no means a step by step guide, nor is it going to get you down the canyon, it is simply a collection of notes, detailing the most significant rapids and hazards. This guide will give you key markers to look for. But you must be aware that this river does change and needs to be looked at with respect and freshly every time.  

The Put in

Drive from Castalan towards the Grand Canyon and you will arrive at "Pont de Carajuan" (Pont, meaning bridge in French) on the right bank of the Verdon, put in here.

There are two kilometers of grade two, easy water before arriving at  "Pont de Tusset", which could also be used as a potential put in. However there is less space to park here.

Paddle for 1 km of grade 2 again, and arrive at the first rapid called

"Solitaire". There is a big bloc on the middle of the river with 

The sign of a drowning hand on it. Take care!

Now you will enter the "Couloir Samson", this huge gorge with 

Monstrous vertical walls. Couloir Samson is approximately 1km long. 

Shortly after the entrance of the "Couloir Samson" you arrive at a big bloc with trees everywhere, go left. 

After here there is an easy labyrinth for 1km.

Be careful just at the exit of "Couloir Samson, the Canyon opens up, you will arrive at a rapid where the water goes in between two big blocs in the middle of the river, and into a very tiny slot. There is a sneak on the left hand slide over some rocks; you will have to assist yourself over by pushing, through.

The river mellows down for about 500 meters and you arrive at a rapid called "LaTurbine", it is actually three drops 100 meters apart from each other.

After here the river becomes easy, you will paddle for around 45minutes, here the side creek of the  "The Mescla", joins the Verdon from the left. This is a good place to break and have a snack.

From here there is again more easy water for 40 minutes, this easy water takes you all the way down to the rapid named "L'Estellier". It is easy to stop above the rapid on the left side, as you see the metal bridge approaching and power lines, this is indication to get out and look. This rapid is (Extremely Dangerous), with many siphons and the debris of an old bridge still in the water here, (TAKE EXTREME CARE HERE!) It is easy to portage on the left bank and put in 200m below the footbridge. These rapid splits into two sections, the first one is the most dangerous part with the second part being easier. (It is possible to portage the first part and put in at the metal bridge, so that you are able to run the second section.)

After this rapid, you enter the main section of the river and the canyon.

The river enters an easy labyrinth, be very careful, you will need to  

Scout every rapid. Don’t assume anything!

Approximately 1 kilometer after the main rapid of "l'Estellier"

You will enter a very narrow and beautiful corridor. (100 meters in length) Here you are approaching "The Styx". Take extreme care, especially in higher water, as the eddy is only for one boat! The take out is on the left side, just upstream of  "the Styx". You will need to scout here. There is a narrow slot on the left, be careful as the wall inside the cave on the right is badly undercut and in higher water it can be very dangerous. At a level of ten to fifteen cumecs it is no problem at all. The Styx is an amazing rapid with a roof over it, forming a beautiful cave.

Immediately after the "Styx", you have 50 meters of grade three, and you

Arrive above the rapid "the Monguet". This is a really messy rapid, which is difficult to portage. You enter on the right side running a slot and exiting right, between two rocks.

After the "Monguet" the river goes through a Labyrinth for 500 meters. 

Go very slowly watch for siphons, there are plenty of them. After the 500m paddle, you will arrive above the "Inbut". It is difficult to stop above the "Inbut", you’ll need to go slowly and catch all of the eddies that you can, leading towards The "Inbut" The lead in to the “Inbut”, is class three, with a straight line approach. You’ll need to catch the eddy on the right above the entrance to the cave. At a flow of 10-15 cumecs the “Imbut” is calm after the last rapid and possible to exit out of the cave, is it is blocked with trees. Just be aware that the entrance to the “Imbut” looks very intimidating for the first time, but is actually no problem. After this the river is fairly flat and very narrow and goes under ground. Enter the "Inbut". Great stuff! You will enter a first room, where you’ll need to portage over a ledge. Put in on the other side and paddle into a second room. Exit the "Inbut" by portaging the boats over the 3-meter ledge. You are able to throw the boats back in to the flat water of the other side, and jump in to the river. Be careful the "Inbut" is only run able at low water!!!

After the "Inbut" the river quietens down, but there are still a lot of class 2/3 water, with bad siphons. Go Slowly And Take Care! After, 30/40 minutes of paddling you will arrive at the "Rideau". If you look hard, just above the "Rideau" you will see a rock looking like a Mushroom, planted in the middle of the river. The "Rideau" is a huge rock, overhanging just above the surface of the water, blocking the entire river. Only run able at low water!  Go left here and just tuck under the rock.

10 minutes after the "Rideau" (more class 2/3 water with siphons), you will arrive above the "Cavalet". It is a compulsory portage. The"Cavalet" is a series of 2 siphons blocking the entire river. Stop on the river right side and follow the path on the bank. It is approximately a 200-meter portage. Put in after the "Cavalet". Straight away after the "Cavalet" you have the last rapid called "the Assomoir". It is a dodgy drop on the left side of the river Enter far left, and does an exit boof out to the right. Take care at this rapid, it is the last one of the day and everyone is generally tired. So portage if necessary, on the right.

After this the river becomes easy and there is nothing to worry about. You will see the base of a broken bridge, which marks the exit of the Grand Canyon. You have made it!!!

But it is not finished, you still have about 5 km of flat water all the 

Way to the bridge of the lake.

The Shuttle

The shuttle is 35km long and takes approximately one hour and a quarter one way so, two and a half hours, for the entire shuttle.

Having a driver to meet you at the take out would make life very simple, if not you can leave a vehicle at one of the parking places at the bridge. DON’T leave any valuables in the car. You're in France!

This entire trip takes, between (10 hours for a first trip for 

Someone that doesn’t know the river)

Camping 

We often camp wild at the take out, on the beach at the lake, or in the small forest area. The warm water and the summer winds from the lake, make it a superb place just to kick back after the long days paddle.

Deb Pinniger and Nico Chassing compiled these river notes, in October 2005 after running numerous commercial trips in the Canyon.

