If you're lucky enough to make it to the slopes
this winter, there’s a wealth of gear to choose
from, but remember — 1t’s important to feel good
as well as look good when the snow starts falling
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unting jack-

ets, long

thick skirts,

woolly jum-

pers and

baggy
pants tucked into socks —
when it came to early ski
clothing, the order of the day
was simply to try and stay
warm. These days, it seems,
it’s not enough merely to
keep the elements at bay. It’s
all about making a stand-
out statement when you hit
the pistes.

“Skiing and snowboard-
ing are all about having fun
and that’s reflected in the
outerwear for the 2010-2011
season,” says Robbie Lawless
of the Great Outdoors in
Dublin, which sells — and
rents — a wide range of ski
equipment.

“Colours are bright, pun-
chy and bold. A combination
of blocks of colour, as well as
prints and patterns like plaid
are still on trend. For women,
different shades of purple
and pink are the hot colours
for the season.”

However, Lawless con-
cedes that many Irish people,
especially men, go for more
conservative options.

“Men’s gear comes in a
range of great colours —
bright yellows and blues —
but many opt for more mu-
ted colours, like navy or
black. The advantage of this
is that, while the kit is perfect
for their ski holiday, it is also
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Above: Jenny wears: Roxy Silver Collection Jacket: €160, Roxy Stretch Gingham
Hoody: €85, Columbia Snowtop Beanie: €13, Oakley Pink Ribbon Edition Goggles:

€149.

Top left: Rodrigo wears: Columbia Delirium Dive Parka €180, Columbia Boundary
Run Il Pants €100, Oakley Splice Goggles: €150, North Face Reversible Lombard

Beanie: €25, Salomon Faction Snowboarding Boots: €145. Jenny wears: Columbia
Alpine Attitude Down Jacket: €200, Helly Hansen Graphic Base Layer: €40, Ortovox
Merino Wool 185 Long Pants: €75, Barts Kamikaze White Quilted Hat: €40, Sorel’s
Helen of Tundra Boots: €160.
Left: Jenny wears: Barts Fur Deluxe Hat: €9, Columbia Alpine Attitude Down Jacket:
€200, Ice Breaker technical top: €90, Topshop Shorts: €11, Topshop Socks: €9, Sorel
Joan of Arctic Boots: €150. Rodrigo wears: Bonfire Baker Jacket: €210, Bonfire

Spectral Pants: €140, Barts Anthony Beanie: €20, Oakley Splice Goggles: €149.99.

much more wearable around
town during the cold weath-
er”
But this clothing is not
purely about fashion, adds
Lawless. “It’s about fusing
fashion with functionality.”
Jack Layden from Base-
camp, a new outdoor cloth-
ing store on Dublin’s Middle
Abbey Street, agrees.
“Good ski clothing can
make a big difference,” Lay-
den says. “If you're warm
and comfortable, you can
stay out longer on the hill
and really make the most of
your holiday. And if you are
a learner, being cold, miser-
able and uncomfortable
makes the whole learning ex-
perience so much harder.”
“It’s all about finding the
perfect combination of
warmth and breathability

and that starts with the layer
next to your skin. A good
snug fitting base layer is a
must. It must be breathable,
move moisture or sweat away
from your body and dry
quickly when you take a
breather. Otherwise, you'll
wind up cold and damp. This
layer next to your skin should
never be cotton.”

Instead Layden recom-
mends a synthetic base layer,
like those from Helly Hansen
or a merino wool garment
made by brands like Orto-
vox, Smartwool or Ice-
breaker.

Rossa Butler from 53 De-
grees North, which has a
whole section dedicated to
base layers, agrees. “Both
the synthetic and merino
wool layers work very well,
but the advantage of merino

is that it is incredibly smell-
resistant even when you are
very active. And this wool
feels lovely against the skin.
It’s not itchy at all.”

Just add a nice mid-layer
and then you're set to look at
your all-important outer
layer. Here, the theme of
warmth coupled with breath-
ability continues. Butler ex-
plains: “Your outer layer
protects you from the exter-
nal elements and is the last
link in the breathability
chain. It should be fully
windproof and either water-
resistant or waterproof, de-
pending on the amount of
time you intend to spend ski-
ing or boarding and in what
conditions.”

In terms of warmth and

to page 18

K2 Darkstar
snowboard

The K2 Darkstar
snowboard (€380)
is all about fun.
Designed by K2's
pro riders, this
board is aimed
firstly at freestyle
riders. With carbon
torsion forks, a
dual progressive
sidecut and a
multi-polar core, if
offers plenty of
pop, yet is still for-
giving on sketchy
landings. And while
it's made to with-
stand all of your
hard-core park
tricks, it's still ex-
cellent for powder
days and carving
up the rest of the
mountain.

Ride DH
snowboard

The Ride DH
(€420) is an excel-
lent all-round park
snowboard.

The board, which is
perfect for rails,
boxes, kickers and
half pipes, is light
and quick. With
good pop, it's not
too stiff or too flex-
ible. Ideal for both
intermediate and
advanced riders, it
has a twin shape,
s0 you should have
no problem riding
switch.

Burton Cartel snowboard
bindings

Stiff enough for freeriding,
but not too stiff for free-
styling, Burton Cartel snow-
board bindings (€230) are a
favourite with snowboarders.
Well-constructed and with a
great look, the straps are
comfortable and the
buckets ratchet and re-
lease smoothly and ea-
sily. The Cartels offer a
short-fibre glass-rein-

- forced nylon baseplate
for response and stability.
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breathability, one new option
this season is Columbia’s
Omni-Heat thermal reflec-
tive technology. Columbia
claims that Omni-Heat gar-
ments are 20 per cent war-
mer than other clothing, as
they have a silver lining that
reflects your body’s warmth,
while the spaces between the
silver dots allow moisture to
dissipate to keep you comfor-
table.

Other useful features to
look for in jackets include a
snow ‘skirt’ to stop snow
soaking your underclothing
when you take a tumble,
seam sealing to avoid leak-
age in bad weather, internal
stretch pockets for carrying
goggles and a sleeve pocket
for electronic ski passes. Ad-
ditional venting under the
arms or in the chest area can
be useful, as is articulation in
the arms to allow for free-
dom of movement, and a de-
tachable hood. Pants should
have inner waterproof gai-
ters that close around your
boot to stop snow getting in
and good articulation, parti-
cularly around the knees.

Last, but not least, don’t
forget your feet. Ski-specific
socks might seem like a lux-
ury but, with fewer seams
and better breathability, your
feet will stay warm and you’ll

Rodrigo wears: Columbia Alaskan Il Down Jacket: €230, Columbia Boundary Run
Pants: €100, Anon Goggles: €80, Salomon Faction Snowboarding Boots: €145

avoid blisters. Likewise, cus-
tom-fitted boots can make a
world of difference on the
slopes. 53 Degrees North,
Great Outdoors and Snow+

Rock all provide this service.

And when the day is done,
reward your weary feet with
cosy apres ski boots, like the
lovely range from Sorel

which come in funky men’s
and women’s styles. With ex-
cellent grips and warm
liners, these boots are ideal
for pottering around the

Rossignol’s S3 Skis
With artwork by An-
drew Pommier, Ros-
signol’s S3 Skis
(€405) are designed

snowy streets of a ski resort  to be three skis in
or icy city streets. one. When skiing
) ) powder, the 128/98/
See ski travel special, 118 directional side-
Q\\ l‘/,s pages 34-36 cut is the dominant

H ) . feature and is ideal
OI ng ‘f . Models: Rodrigo and Jenny @ ¢4 gjashing and but-
Morgan the Agency. ; ;
. ’,, Make-up: Anne O’'Donovan, tﬁgnfltg/rgz./fgoplste,
Ilng LI m anne@makeupbyanne.ie. sidecut handles like a
Stylist: Heather Irvine, assisted A
by Sophie Linehan. true twin in the park
Special thanks to: John Coll for and landing switch.

™ X : The S3 also makes a
d ith the location.
Huge range of all the aiding with the location great backcounty Al
latest fashions in ski wear pine touring/tele ski.
and accessories. Stockists

Anon: Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.

Barts: 53 Degrees North; Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.
Bonfire: Snow+Rock; Great Outdoors.

Columbia: 53 Degrees North; Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.
Helly Hansen: Basecamp; Great Outdoors; 53 Degrees

. S d \ North; Snow+Rock.
Now Stocking py er Icebreaker: 53 Degrees North; Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.

The North Face: The North Face Store; 53 Degrees North;
Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.

. Oakley: 53 Degrees North; Great Outdoors; Snow+Rock.
Now selling ALL sxi Hire Ortovox: Basecamp.

— Roxy: 53 Degrees North.

Jackets & Salapettes to clear From £10 Sorel: Great Outdoors; 53 Degrees North; Snow+Rock.
Ride DH Snowboard: Snow+Rock.
icebreaker Burton Cartel Binding: Snow+Rock.
. K2 Darkster Snowboard: Snow+Rock.
Salomon Snowboards Chief Binding: Snow+Rock; Out-

Smyth,s Saddlery & Ski gg?orrsﬁon Faction Snowboarding Boots: Snow+Rock; Great
5-9 Kildare Street, NEWRY, BT34 1DQ Ji¥¥iesy ' '
048 3026 9229 Rossignol $3.98 Skis: Snow+Rock.

BUY ONLINE AT
www.saddleryandski.com
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Learn the ropes

By Roisin Finlay

Skis and boards are propped up against a
wall, as the clanking of ski boots and
poles reverberates. Laughter comes from
a group of DIT students who are having
skiing and snowboarding lessons on the
two indoor rolling carpet slopes. The
students nip in for coffees and energy
drinks in the bar, where upbeat pop
music plays and a large screen shows
riders blasting down powdery slopes.

Welcome to the Ski Centre, an indoor ski
school in Stillorgan Business Park, south
Dublin. Dave Kerr, a centre director,
explains that the DIT students - who are
preparing for their annual trip to the Alps -
should all be comfortable skiing or board-
ing on red runs after six lessons. And Kerr,
who is a qualified ski instructor, believes
they will have a better technique than if
they learned on snow, taking the pain out
of that crucial first week.

“Lessons here are all about individual
attention, and you don’t have to deal with
any variables like weather or lumps in the
snow. In comparison to a lesson on snow,
the instructor is always close enough to you
to correct you, so it's a much more
intensive learning experience. Also there’s
a mirror in front of you, so you can see what
you're doing.”

When they get to the Alps, they’ll be way
ahead of others new to snow, says Kerr.

“Firstly, they will be comfortable in boots
and on skis, which is something that might
take another beginner a whole day to
master. They will also be comfortable
making turns. Better still, they have
learned to turn in a confined space and, if
you can do it like that, you'll find it so much
easier on a piste.”

The centre also works with people who
have skied for years but want to improve
technique, says Kerr. Even though I'm a
competent snowboarder, it's over ten years
since I've been on skis - and, back then, |
had very average technique. I'm also a little
nervous of the synthetic environment, as
I've heard countless tales of broken wrists
and fingers on other fake slopes.

Kerr reassures me that the Ski Centre
has reported no serious injuries since
opening in September 2008. It's a weird
experience initially, but soon it all starts
flooding back as | link ‘snow plough’ turns.

Just a few feet away, Kerr instructs me to
transfer my weight on to the inner edge of
my ski, rather than pushing my knee in to
achieve the same thing. When | look in the
mirror, | make the adjustment, | feel less
strain and the ski turns effortlessly.

After ten minutes, | take a break and
watch someone else having a go. This is
the way the lessons work. They last an
hour, but you only spend 30 minutes on the
slopes, and there is a maximum of three
students to each instructor.

The next day, it's clear I've woken up
muscles that haven’t been used for a while.
But I'm itching to have another go.

The Ski Centre, 26 Rowan Avenue,
Stillorgan Business Park. Tel 01-2930588;
e-mail: ski@skicentre.ie. Four lessons cost
€195 for an adult, or €156 for children/
students/over-55s

Roisin Finlay is the editor of Qutsider,
Ireland’s adventure magazine; www.
outsider.ie
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As winter approaches and thoughts turn to the
slopes, ski veteran Catherine Murphy gives the
lowdown on four destinations — from popular
family resorts to hidden off-piste gems

Alpe d’Huez, France: home to the 16-kilometre La Sarenne, one of the longest ski runs in the world

Free Christm

Relax beside a cra
team looks afte
; Don't just dre

Further details: www.highlife.ie or call 01 6771100

Great chalets, delicious food, free bar, excellent service and unbeatable Snowtime
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ki resorts in Eur-

ope and North

America have

already had their

first snowfalls of

the season, with
up to 60cm falling in Bormio
in Italy, 30cm across most
Colorado resorts and 20cm
in France’s Val d'Isere.

But while snow conditions
have been relatively good for
the past two seasons, finan-
cial conditions continue to
be treacherous for Irish ski
fans. The number of package
holidays on sale has con-
tracted to around 25,000,
fewer than half the figures
bandied about by operators
during the boom.

Panorama Holidays has
left the ski market entirely,
leaving Topflight and Crystal
Holidays to dominate, with
Directski.com also taking a
slice of the market and Ing-
hams offering a very small
Irish programme. Irish cha-
let operator Highlife also
continues to operate in se-
lected French resorts.

Two features of the com-
ing season will be a late East-
er, in April, and the re-
opening of schools on Janu-
ary 10 after the Christmas
holidays, which means that
some operators are pushing
January 2-9 as the ideal week
for family ski holidays.

With capacity tight, there

are unlikely to be too many
bargains floating around. Fa-
milies who are keen to get
back on the slopes but are
searching for affordability
will have to shop around for
lift pass offers, free child
places, all-inclusive packages
and a myriad other ways of
keeping the cost of their ski
holiday down. Of course, if
the sums do add up, there’s a
range of great destinations to
choose from.

Alpe d’Huez,
France

In the summer time, Alpe
d’Huez is most famous for
its ‘21 bends’, a gruelling
stage on the Tour de France.
In winter, it’s called ‘L’Ile de
Soleil’, the island of sun,
thanks to plenty of sunny
days. Another phrase you’ll
hear in the resort is ‘la mer
de nuage’, because in certain
weather conditions, when
you look down the valley
from the top of the moun-
tain, a sea of cloud stretches
magically into the valley like
an ocean.

A busy resort that’s popu-
lar with French families,
Alpe d’Huez also became a
favoured destination of the
Irish in recent years. In peak
season, the place is bustling
with parents and children

zood slopes g

making the most of their Vi-
salp passes, six-day lift
passes that offer free entry
to swimming pools, ice skat-
ing, concerts and other at-
tractions.

The bucket lift that takes
you up the mountain from
the centre of the town is an
experience in itself, as is the
Alp Auris express, one of the
scariest chairlift rides in Eur-
ope. But there are other attri-
butes to consider: the high
altitude of the resort (the
highest point of the moun-
tain is 3,330 metres at Pic
Blanc) guarantees good
snow conditions throughout
a long season and challen-
ging, long descents with a
vertical drop of up to 2,230
metres.

If you want to stay on-
piste, Alpe d’Huez is home
to the 16-kilometre La Sar-
enne, said to be one of the
longest ski runs in the world.
The resort’s newest run is
Les Ancolies and, like many
other French resorts, tourism
bosses here are proactive:
skicross champion Ophelie
David hails from Alpe
d’Huez and the resort has es-
tablished a permanent ski-
cross training slope for
skiers who liked this new
sport in the Winter Olympics
in Vancouver last year. Alpe
d’Huez is also one of a num-
ber of French resorts embra-
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cing mountain biking on
snow: last April, it staged its
first ever race in the disci-
pline.

For adventurous souls,
there are also about 20 off-
piste routes from the top
cable car. La Combe du
Loup, Le Grand Sablat and
La Combe de Cerisier are
long off-piste routes that
should be done with a local
guide. They offer terrain to
match the best off-piste ski
areas in Europe, so if you're
in the resort when there’s a
good snowfall, make the
most of it and hire a guide,
which costs around €80 per
person per day. In the resort,
we stayed at the four-star
Royal Ours Blanc, where we
found check-in to be a sham-
bolic experience. Despite ar-
riving at the hotel at 3pm,
our rooms weren’t ready un-
til 6pm — not a scenario to
cherish if you have tired chil-
dren (or narky fortysome-
things) in your group.
Overall, the hotel felt more
like a good three-star than a
four-star during our stay.

Alpe d’Huez has a reputa-
tion for good nightlife. While
O’Sharkeys is very popular
with younger groups, the
Freeride cafe is entertaining
(slide down to the toilets)
and Zoo Bar has an enjoy-
able French ambience.

Alpe d’Huez narrowly
avoids being one of those
French purpose-built eye-
sores, although it is home to
a few ugly 1970s tower block
hotels and one end of the re-
sort seems to be reserved for
apartment blocks and resi-
dences. Luckily for tourist
bosses, the sunny weather
makes up for it.

Getting there: Crystal
Holidays (www.crystalski.ie)
offers packages to Alpe
d’Huez for winter 2010/ 11.

Monterosa ski
region, Italy

By some beautiful twist of
fate, Alagna in the Piedmont
region of Italy continues to
be one of Europe’s hidden
ski gems.

A sleepy little village just
over an hour from Turin, it
should be on every ardent
backcountry skier’s wish-list.
Part of the Monterosa ski re-
gion and linked to Gresso-
ney and Champoluc in the
Aosta valley, Alagna is de-
scribed as a freeride para-
dise. It’s not difficult to see
why: there are just two pisted
runs and three lifts; every-
thing else is off-piste.

The Monterosa massif,
home to 30 4,000-metre
peaks, is also one of the few
remaining places in Europe
where you can still go heli-
skiing, if you’re not environ-
mentally opposed to the
practice. Scandinavian free-
riders sussed Monterosa out
years ago, but only a small
number of European opera-
tors have had the smarts to
add Alagna and Gressoney
to their programmes.

One such company is
Freshtracks (www.fresh
tracks.co.uk), the tour opera-
tor leg of the Ski Club of

Great Britain. It offers ex-
pert and advanced off-piste
weeks in February and
March to Alagna, and expert
or intermediate on-piste
weeks to Gressoney.

Most of the off-piste ter-
rain is situated between
Gressoney and Alagna —
mixed ability groups should
stay in the tiny hamlet of
Gressoney La Trinite or the
slightly larger Gressoney St-
Jean, so that intermediates
can ski the red slopes around
Gressoney and Champoluc,
while more advanced skiers
can practise their off-piste
techniques in Alagna.

These are not bustling ski
resorts: Gressoney La Trinite
has three hotels, a ski shop, a
couple of bars and cafes, and
a chair lift. In Alagna, apres-
ski happens at Cafe delle
Guides, and there are a cou-
ple of restaurants to choose
from. But what they lack in
nightlife, they make up for in
gastronomy: think polenta
and fontina cheese, lardo
with honey and chestnuts,
tartar of local sausage, Cne-
fle (a special pasta) and a
‘zero km’ policy — which
means food served in restau-
rants like Frantze in the
Champoluc area is local.

Once seen as a quintissen-
tially British and rather stuf-

fy organisation, the Ski Club
of Great Britain has been ra-
dically rejuvenated, and its
Freshtracks programme is
one of the most impressive
on the market.

The club is particularly
popular with solo skiers who
may only have a week or two
to ski each year, and want to
spend it with skiers of a simi-
lar level.

It counts a few hundred Ir-
ish skiers among its 33,000-
strong membership, and one
of the first people we met
during a visit last winter was
tour leader Michael Power, a
former financial services
specialist from Clonmel who
sold his business and now
spends his winters in the
Alps. Michael was leading a
group of over-50 skiers on a
week-long on-piste holiday.

Not surprisingly, it was an
Ttalian guide who showed us
some of Alagna’s most chal-
lenging off-piste routes.

Andrea Enzio (www.
guidealagna.com) had the
crafty knack of looking to-
tally non-plussed while ski-
ing like an off-piste god.

He led us down Balma, a
2,000-plus metre descent
which started at 3,260 metres
and ended at 1,190 metres in
the village, taking in one of
the trickiest ski-outs any of
us had ever done. Along the
way, he pointed out the Mal-
fatta couloir and Victoria,
counted among Alagna’s
most difficult couloirs and
runs.

Next, he showed us a slice
of heli-ski heaven: we were
dropped by chopper to sa-
vour a 2,300-metre descent
from Cavallo back to the vil-
lage. A single heli drop costs
around €230 per person, in-
cluding guide, with each sub-
sequent drop costing €100
per person. Put it on your

wishlist for post-recession re-
wards.

Getting there: Fresh-
tracks (skiclubfreshtracks.
co.uk, 0044-845-4580784) of-
fers a number of packages to
Monterosa for 2011, including
seven nights’ B&B at the
three-star Albergo Mirella
in Alagna from February 26
(for intermediate and ad-
vanced off-piste skiers) from
around €1,150, including six
days’ guiding, transfers and
flights ex-Heathrow.

New Hampshire,
North Americs

New Hampshire has been a
steady favourite with school
groups for many years, and

is now becoming more popu-
lar with Irish families. The
six-hour flight to Boston is
manageable, ski resorts are
small and specially geared to
safety for families, while
strict licensing laws ensure
that your teenage rebels
won’t get served in bars.
And lest we forget, New
Hampshire is a tax-free state,
which means bargain prices
in outlet centres — if outlet
centres are your kind of
thing.

The best way to experi-
ence New Hampshire is to
rent a car, watch the snow re-
ports and ski a different re-
sort each day. Better still,
tailor-make your holiday:
spend the weekend doing
some real shopping in Bos-
ton and hit the slopes during
the week when there are few-
er people on the mountain.
You can ski five different re-
sorts on one pass in the
White Mountains of New
Hampshire, but bear in mind
that they are all small areas
best suited to beginners up
to strong intermediates
(rather than experts). They
are Loon (49 ski runs),
Waterville (52 runs), Cannon
(72 runs), Cranmore (44
runs) and Wildcat (47 runs).

Loon is well geared for fa-
milies, with “family safe
zones” (sections of piste
where you're not allowed to
ski fast). “Ski fast, lose pass’
signs abound, which is reas-
suring for novice skiers who
fear being hit and injured by
boy racers.

Loon is also home to an
impressive adaptive skiing
centre, where instructors do
everything in their power to

to page 36
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get people with an intellec-
tual or physical disability out
onto the mountain. One of
their senior instructors is
Geoff Krill, who’s paraplegic
following an accident and
skis 45-degree pitches on
Tuckerman’s Ravine, a fa-
mous New Hampshire off-
piste route. The centre is con-
stantly adapting equipment
to get people with all sorts of
disabilities out on the hills.

Cranmore is a real locals’
hill and was already closed
by late March last year due
to an unseasonably warm
end to the season. Cannon,
where champion skier Bodie
Miller made his first turns,
has a reputation for tougher,
steeper skiing, with an area
of ‘backcountry-style’ skiing
that will appeal to more ad-
vanced skiers or boarders in
the family. New Hampshire
is taking steps to introduce
more family attractions off
the slopes: some resorts are
building winter luges while
in Lincoln, near Loon, Al-
pine Adventures runs a zi-
pline canopy tour right
through the winter season.
It’s a great addition to a ski
holiday if the family wants
an afternoon away from the
slopes. On a more educa-
tional note, the Rocks Estate
offers tours that explain how
trees are ‘tapped’ to produce
New Hampshire’s famous
maple syrup.

One of the bonuses of ski-
ing New Hampshire is the
tasty (and, yes, artery-clog-
ging) food. Clam chowder is
a staple on every menu, go
to Woodward’s resort for
steaks, Delaney’s Hole for
chicken wings and the Wood-
stock Inn for micro-brewed
beers, home-made burgers
and onion ‘petals’ to die for.

If you want to be right next

- . R .
Courmayeur, Aosta Valley, Italy: popular with the stockbroker crowd

New Hampshire: steep slbpes and tasty food

to the slopes instead of driv-
ing each day, stay at the four-
star Mountain Club resort at
Loon. If you like old-style
country inns, stay at the
Woodstock Inn, about three
miles from Loon. Each room
is different and the inn’s spe-
ciality is its ‘40-item break-
fast’. If you want to be closer
to the shops than to the
mountain, head to the North
Conway Grand Hotel, a
classy three-star that seems
more like a four-star, has in-
door and outdoor pools and
is steps away from an outlet
centre.

Apres-ski isn’t a big thing
in New Hampshire. At
Loon, the Black Diamond
bar at the base of the moun-
tain is as exciting as it gets
but if you do want to party,
the old saying applies: you
make your own fun.

Getting there: Topflight
(www.topflight.ie) offer
packages to New Hamp-
shire, starting from €789 per
person for seven nights at the
three-star Woodwards resort
with indoor pool, steak
house and free stays for un-
der-12s. Available from Janu-
ary 6 to March 31, the price
also includes flights, car ren-
tal and taxes. A week at the

North Conway Grand Hotel
costs from €879 per person.
The New Hampshire ski
pass costs €199 in low season
and can be pre-booked with
Topflight.

Courmayeur,
Aosta Valley, Italy

There’s an ambience that
brings you back to certain
ski resorts, something about
the cobble-stoned pedestrian
streets, classy boutiques, fine
hotels, imposing scenery,
good food and nice bars.
Courmayeur has that mix.
The Italian resort also has
the dubious honour of host-
ing the City Ski Champion-
ships, a weekend event
organised each March by
British company Momen-
tum Ski. It’s two days of ski
racing and partying for
bankers, insurance brokers
and stockbrokers — the sort
of people that most of us love
to hate at the moment. I hate
to admit that I liked them,
despite the fact that some of
them turned up in the bars
at night wearing blazers,
polo shirts and loafers.
Despite the credit crunch,
Lloyds, Accenture, Bank of
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America and Merrill Lynch
all had staff there last March,
and if there is a financial in-
stitution left in Ireland that
doesn’t mind its staff being
seen to head off on a week-
end jolly in March 2011, the
organisers would love to hear
from them. On display last
year was a high standard of
ski-racing among French
and City types, a keen will-
ingness to donate to guest-
of-honour Damon Hill’s
children’s charity and an al-
most recession-proof level of
all-night partying and 1980s-
style champagne-necking
displays.

But the real star of the
show was the imposing
beauty of Courmayeur’s
mountains. The piste is ac-
cessed by a cable car which
leads you to 100 kilometres
of mainly intermediate ski-
ing around Plan Checrouit
and Val Veny. You can’t ski
back down to the resort: at
the end of each day, you have
to take the cable car.

Le Greye piste was per-
fectly pitched for the City
Championships Giant Sla-
lom race, which resulted in
more than a few injured
knees and bruised egos in
white-out conditions. On the
plus side, the white-out
meant we couldn’t see the
one-piece racing suits that
some of the more competi-
tive City boys had donned.

Steeper, tougher skiing is
to be found on the Toula gla-
cier run (hire a guide) and
with Chamonix and Mont
Blanc just half an hour away
by road, the 24-kilometre
off-piste Vallée Blanche is
also accessible. For days off
the slopes, France’s Annecy
and Megeve are an hour-
and-a-half drive away.

Off the mountain, stay at
the three-star, family-run
Bouton d’Or hotel. If you still
have a few cash reserves, as
some of those City boys must
have done, stay at the rather
more luxurious Grand Hotel
Cour Maison.

Dine at the Rifugio Mai-
son Vieille on the mountain
for good pasta or at Pierre
Alexis 1877 in the village for
a contemporary take on tra-
ditional Aosta food. For
apres-ski, head to Caffe della
Posta and, later on, Bar
Roma — where drinks are
pricey but there’s sometimes
a free apres-ski buffet. Finish
the night off in style at Pop-
py’s club.

Getting there: Momen-
tum Ski will host the City
Championships in Cour-
mayeur in March 2011. For
further information, check
www.momentumski.com or
contact organiser Amin Mo-
men at 0044-207-3719111 for
details. For information on
Courmayeur and the Aosta
Valley, see www. lovevda.it.

Book

Catherine Murphy

H Starting tomorrow for one week (November 8-
15), Topflight is offering two lift passes for the price
of one for bookings in selected resorts in France,
Italy, Austria and Bulgaria. However, the offer is not
available for January 2 departures, which is proving
popular with families because children don’t return
to school until January 10.

A growth area for Topflight this winter is sports
groups holidays, with a tag rugby group trip to St
Johann, Austria, from March 12-19 and a triathlon
training week and first ever Irish skiathlon event,
also taking place in St Johann that week. The
skiathlon will include a 750 metre pool swim, five
kilometre cross country ski leg, biathlon target
shooting and 5km forest trail run. For more details,
contact Alive Outside on 01-2147355 or Topflight
01-2401700.

H Crystal Holidays has ski holiday packages
starting at €525 per person (prices available until
November 30). The packages include flights,
transfers, accommodation, local lift pass and ski
equipment hire in selected resorts on selected dates,
excluding Christmas and New Year. The company’s
departures ex-Dublin are at 6.45am on Saturdays,
which means you can hit the slopes for a couple of
hours after you arrive or have plenty of time to
organise ski hire.

Crystal is also offering four-night, five-night and
six-night packages to France, Austria and Bulgaria
in January. Four nights in any of the Austria resorts
from January 4 costs from €349 euro per person
B&B, and from €499 per person half board. For
further information, see www.crystalski.ie or call
01-4331080.

H Highlife is helping Irish skiers to have a white
Christmas by offering free flights from Ireland to
the French resort of Meribel during Christmas
week. From December 19-26, packages start at
€1,220 per adult, and €996 per child under 12. They
include flights, accommodation, transfers to and
from chalets, Highlife ski guiding, personal host and
chef, log fires and a visit from Santa. For details, see
www.highlife.ie or call 01-6771100.

H Directski.com, the online package provider, is ten
years in business this winter and has come up with
suggestions for keeping the cost of your ski holiday
down. They include: taking an apartment with four
or more friends to keep accommodation costs down
(not so much fun if the apartment is only 20 square
metres); bringing a grandparent to look after the
kids and avoid kintergarden or nannying costs
(you’ll have to weigh up the cost of childcare versus
the cost of your relative’s package); having DIY
lunches on the mountain (great once it isn’t dumping
snow); skiing an upcoming destination like Slovenia;
or choosing small ski areas that neighbour big-name
resorts, for example, Kirchberg, rather than
Kitzbuhel, and Méribel valley, rather than Méribel
central.

Bl The Great Outdoors in Dublin and France
Montagnes have teamed up for a ‘Win a Stay in the
French Alps’ competition. There are four holidays
up for grabs — one each in Alpe d’Huez, Les Deux
Alpes, Les Gets and Les Menuires. The prize
includes one week’s accommodation and ski passes
for two people. Go to www.greatoutdoors.ie for
more details.

Prices are correct at time of going to print, but may be
subject to availability. E-mail the travel pages at
travel@sbpost.ie



