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Anyone who has climbed very much in Chamonix recognizes the 
sound—the ominous thwock, thwock, thwock of a rescue helicopter.
Knowing that, on average, one person dies every week in the mountains 
above Chamonix, you get a hollow feeling in your stomach. “Ask not 
for whom the helicopter thwocks.…” Then you try to put it out of your 
mind. Focus on the route, the view, the summit, the cold beer at the 
bottom of the téléphérique, anything but what that helicopter is up to.
Screw your karma down tight and keep going.

Mountain Rescue— Chamonix Mt. Blanc is the diary of a climber who took the opposite 
approach, spending an entire summ er with the Chamonix rescue service—the Peloton de 
Gendarmerie de Haute Montagne, or “PGHM.” The author, Anne Sauvy, is a scholar who has 
been climbing since she was in school. She became known in France as the author of Nadir, a 
novel (published only in French) that involves a m ountain rescue. In the course of writing 
Nadir she did a lot of research on the PGHM and got interested in its operations. Ultimately, 
she spent the entire summer of 1997 with the PGHM, keeping the diary that became this book, 
translated into English in 2005.



Ms. Sauvy’s life that sum m er consisted principally of hanging out at the PGHM ’s 
headquarters adjacent to the helipad from which the rescues—often as many as a dozen a day— 
are launched. Over the summer, she got to know the pilots, rescuers, doctors, and mechanics 
who ran the PGHM, as well as some of the rescued. Most rescues do not involve heroically 
snatching injured climbers off the face of the Dru or the Grandes Jorasses. The typical fare 
is retrieving climbers who have become exhausted on the standard route up Mt. Blanc, are 
stranded in bad weather, or have sprained an ankle jumping a crevasse, or hikers who have got
ten lost or simply have fallen off a footpath. Virtually no one dies while being rescued. Thanks 
to the helicopters, rescues that would have taken a week back in the 50s (two classics of which 
are recounted) are now effected in an hour.

July was fun. Many were rescued, no one died, and the author helped out a few of the 
injured. August was not fun. As if the mountain gods had awoken from their slumber to claim 
their yearly tribute, the summer’s body count climbed inexorably back into line with the annual 
average. Some days the PGHM operated more as undertaker than a rescue service. One of the 
rescuers himself died in a climbing accident not related to any rescue. A Russian climber was 
stranded on a ledge on the Dru for several days in a storm with the body of his fiancé, who had 
been killed by rockfall while standing next to him. While these tragedies were unfolding, tab
loid photographers circled the helipad like jackals, on the lookout for cover shots. The author 
thought of dropping the project, but was persuaded to continue.

In addition  to an interesting account of the PGHM ’s activities that sum m er and 
a description of some of its techniques, the book offers an insider’s perspective on life in 
Chamonix that most climbers never glimpse. Climbers tend to pass through Chamonix on 
their way to a téléphérique and a route, the only points of contact being shops, restaurants, 
and bars. Extended or multiple trips simply multiply that experience. Almost all of the books 
on Chamonix are written from that same perspective. This book offers a different angle— 
Chamonix as a place where people live, work, attend funerals, and discuss not only the latest 
first ascent or accident, but the attendant media coverage and even some of the occasionally 
ensuing litigation.

Another interesting result of the difference in perspective is a look at the climbers from 
the vantage point of the rescue service. The rescued run the gamut from climbers with severe 
injuries who apologize for inconveniencing the PGHM or Eastern Europeans who offer to 
walk down on broken limbs because they are afraid they will be charged and can’t afford to 
pay, to those who demand to be rescued because they are tired and then berate the rescuers for 
making them wait while they were inconveniently off saving some other climber’s life.

In the end, the book is a tribute to the PGHM. They can’t change the fact that mountain 
climbing is dangerous, but they emerge as a dedicated group who are pleased to shift the odds 
in your favor when you are in their mountains.
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