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ALPINE
ADVENTURES
IN MERIBEL

WORDS | Jenny McBain

THE HOLIDAYi
Seven nights, staying at the Chalet
hotel Tarentaise in Meribel starts from
£782 (April 12) and includes return
flights from Gatwick, resort transfers,
breakfast, afternoon tea and three
course dinner with wine, evening
crèche and lift pass collection service.
Easyjet has connecting return flights
from Aberdeen and Inverness to
Gatwick for March from £79 per
person return. An overnight stay in
London is required on the outward
journey.
A six day lift pass for the Three Valleys
costs £216 per adult.
A two hour private lesson with
Parallel Lines is £130 – www.parallel-
lines.com
A week’s ski hire from Skis Direct is
£95 – www.skis-direct.co.uk

S cotland can be a great place to
start skiing. After all, there are a
number of resorts within a day’s

travel of our major cities.
However sooner or later those who

take to the sport are lured abroad in a
quest for that magical combination of
good snow cover and clement
weather.

When we went to Meribel in France,
we came across some Scottish ski pro-
fessionals who have made their lives in
theheartof theAlps. In fact,wemetone
expat within an hour of reaching the
resort.

In order to make life as easy as pos-
sible and smooth our path to the slopes,
Ihadbookedskihireonlinewithacom-
pany called Skis Direct.

They undertake to bring ski equip-
ment to your holiday base, so that you
are spared the hassle of walking to a
shop or queuing.

When company owner, Jim Bell
turned up at the Chalet Hotel
Tarentaise, there was no mistaking his
Glasgow accent.

Having learnt to ski in Aviemore over
30 years ago , J im discovered
Courcheval which is part of the Three
Valleys ski area. That was 21 years ago
and, for him there is no going back.

He said: “I came here on holiday and
liked it so I returnedasaseasonaireand
trained as a ski instructor. It’s got great
skiing and great lifts.”

Such enthusiasm is widely shared.
The Three Valleys enjoys a reputation
as being one of the best ski areas in the
world.

It allows people to ski a vast area of
hundreds of kilometres of piste without
having to recourse to road transport.

Since being home to the winter
Olympics in 1992 it has attracted huge
investment.So theall the infrastructure
including the lifts, is in good working
order.

When you have days rather than
decades toexploreawinterholidaydes-
tination, making the most of it becomes
something of a military operation.

We were guests of holiday company
Mark Warner, who strive to accommo-
date families. They run kids clubs so
parents are free to ski on their own and
they also take children to ski school.

My12-year-oldsonRuairidh,whohas
a few weeks’ ski experience behind him,
decided that he did not want to attend
daily lessons.

The idea was that we would ski to-
getherandperhaps takeasingleprivate
lesson at some point in the week.

A glance at the piste map confirmed
that the area has a lot of green and blue
runs deemed suitable for beginners, so
the plan seemed to be a sound one and
we unpacked and settled into our com-
fortable surroundings so we would be
ready for the active days ahead.

The next day we awoke to cloudless
skies of vivid blue and brilliant sun-
shine. Somehow we had serendipi-
tously picked what was reckoned to be
the best conditions of the season so
far.

It had snowed pretty consistently the
previous week, so the pistes were well
covered and had been meticulously
groomed.

Our hotel gave us direct access to an
easy slope and it was to an area de-
scribedasaZenzone,whereskiershave
to take it easy and make allowances for
beginners. This suited us fine.
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As we made a sedate descent to the
centre of Meribel, we had time to ab-
sorb our luminous surroundings and to
appreciate the wood and stone chalet-
style architecture that predominates in
this valley.

Soon we found ourselves exploring a
series of long gentle runs that network
across the mountains.

The following few days fell into a
comfortable rhythm. We ate well in the
hotel, feasting each day on a buffet
breakfast, a substantial afternoon tea
and a three course evening meal.

We also skied together as much as
possible in the mornings. However, my
urge to ski faster and further soon over-
took me and I went off to explore the
wider reaches of the valleys, leaving Ru-
airidh to relax in the hotel. It soon be-
came clear that he needed expert ski
tuition if he were to gain competence
and make any kind of progress.

It was too late to book in for daily
group lessons so we got in touch with a
British ski school, called Parallel Lines
andbookedasingleprivate lesson.That
was when we met instructor John
Hendry.

He isalsoScottishandhadpreviously
worked as an instructor in Cairngorm
and in the US before coming to Meribel

tohelpsetupabrandnewbusiness,one
that employs quite a few Scots.

Having contended with Arctic High-
land conditions for many years, John
comes across as a man who can hardly
believe his luck.

“If I’d told my teachers in Kirkintil-
loch that I wanted to be a ski instructor
they would have thought it ridiculous
and told me to go and stand with the
would-beracingdriversandastronauts.
Yet here I am in this amazing place.”

He gestured towards the glacier on
the horizon and the glistening vast
whiteness of his workplace. He told us
that, after more than 10 years, he still
discovers lifts and runs that he did not
know existed.

During the lesson, Ruairidh man-
aged to shrug off what he perceives as
the trials he endured in previous a ski
school, when he was drilled by a strict
teacher.

He loved the laid back approach and
individualattention.AsanativeEnglish
speaker who has vast experience and
training on which to draw, John was
able toconnectwithhispupil andmake
learning fun.

He also pointed out that the area
where we were skiing becomes a golf
course insummerandtoldusthat there

are mountain lodges dotted all around
the National Park. These provide food
and shelter for summer walkers.

If one member of a holiday group
does not want to ski all day. It is good to
have other options to hand. We went
ice skating at the Olympic Centre and
enjoyed it so much that we made a
return visit.

We also managed to find fun parts of
the mountains such as the Inuit Piste
and the Moon Wild Animal Park where
the emphasis is on family enjoyment
rather than mogul bashing and we saw
groups of walkers wearing snow shoes
and taking a leisurely stroll through
wooded trails.

Clearly the sheer enormity of the

Three Valleys invites further explo-
ration. There are challenging runs, stunt
parks and off piste opportunities in
abundance.

Were we to return we would invest in
daily lessons for Ruairidh so that he too
mightmakethe leapfromthechallenges
of the mountains on our doorstep at
home to a life of Alpine adventures.

Jim Bell, owner of ski hire
company Skis Direct

Family fun on the Inuit Piste

The Chalet hotel Tarentaise in Meribel


