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INTRODUCTION






‘Skiing’ has never been as diverse as it is today – the term covers pootling down easy, manicured pistes in ski resorts, the wild freedom of backcountry freeriding, the rewarding if hard work of schlepping uphill on touring skis, cat- and heli-skiing for the fat of wallet and even, in a roundabout way, snowboarding.


Which means that one skier’s ‘amazing ski experience’ may not be another’s; if you’re just getting into this marvellous sport then your first blue run (see, for example, Les Arcs, page 34) will probably and quite rightly be an amazing experience, whereas if you’ve been at it for decades it may require a helicopter drop on some remote Kamchatkan volcano (see page 182) for you to describe your ski experience as ‘amazing’.


What you’ll find amongst these pages are ski experiences to suit just about everyone who enjoys clipping into a pair of bindings. I’ve been fortunate enough to visit the majority of the destinations featured here whilst working as a ski journalist for the last couple of decades, and I’ve tried to include a good global spread, although obviously the well-established ski resorts of the European Alps and North American Rockies get the bulk of the coverage; and I have to admit to a tiny amount of favouritism – those regions where I’ve skied most, such as France and British Columbia, probably get more than their fair share of coverage, but then again, they both have world-class ski resorts by the bucketful.


That said, the book also features plenty of ski experiences in lesser-known mountain ranges, from the un-named peaks of Iceland’s north coast to the spectacular volcanoes of Kamchatka.


Hopefully a few of them will inspire you to dust down your skis and hit the slopes, because when all is said and done, reading about skiing is one thing, but doing it – well, that’s amazing.


Alf Alderson


Les Arcs, French Alps


Autumn 2020
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The author skiing at Les Arcs







Mountain Stats


Note that mountain stats are given in imperial measures for USA and South American resorts, a mix of imperial and metric for Canada depending on the resort and metric in Europe and elsewhere.


Also bear in mind that the piste grading system in North America is different to that of Europe, as follows:


EUROPE


Green = Beginner


Blue = Intermediate


Red = Advanced


Black = Expert


USA


Green = Beginner


Blue = Intermediate


Black Diamond = Advanced


Double Black and/or Triple Black Diamond = Expert










CONTENTS






[image: illustration]


Western Europe


Soldeu, Andorra


St Anton, Austria


Lech-Zürs Am Arlberg, Austria


Kitzbühel, Austria


Saalbach-Hinterglemm, Austria


Ischgl, Austria


Mayrhofen, Austria


Schladming, Austria


Sölden, Austria


Stubai Valley, Austria


Obergurgl, Austria


Chamonix, France


Les Trois Vallées, France


Val d’Isère, France


Les Arcs / La Plagne (Paradiski), France


La Rosiére, France


Les Sybelles, France


Bonneval-Sur-Arc, France


La Grave, France


The Haute Route, French - Swiss Alps


Les Deux Alpes, France


Les Carroz, France


La Mongie, French Pyrenees


St Lary-Soulan, French Pyrenees


Monterosa Ski, Italy


Cortina d’Ampezzo, Italy


Courmayeur, Italy


Livigno, Italy


Madonna di Campiglio, Italy


Cervinia, Italy


Sella Ronda, Italy


Baqueira-Beret, Spanish Pyrenees


Sierra Nevada, Spain


Andermatt, Switzerland


Davos-Klosters, Switzerland


Verbier, Switzerland


Mürren, Switzerland


Grindelwald, Switzerland


Zermatt, Switzerland


Saas-Fee, Switzerland


Champéry, Switzerland


Scuol, Switzerland


Disentis, Switzerland


Arosa Lenzerheide, Switzerland


The Susten Derby, Bernese Oberland


St Moritz, Switzerland


Val d’Anniviers, Switzerland


Nevis Range, Scotland
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Eastern Europe


Bansko, Bulgaria


Gudauri, Georgia


Tetnuldi, Georgia


Mount Parnassos, Greece


North Macedonia


Poiana Brasov, Romania


Jasná, Slovakia


Kanin and Co, Slovenia


Palandöken, Turkey
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Scandinavia


Ylläs, Finland


Í Fjörðum, Iceland


Voss, Norway


Senja Island, Norway


Riksgransen, Sweden


Åre, Sweden
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North America


Alyeska, Alaska, USA


Mount Bachelor, Oregon, USA


McCall, Idaho, USA


Big Sky, Montana, USA


Grand Targhee, Wyoming, USA


Utah Interconnect, Utah, USA


Powder Mountain, Utah, USA


Breckenridge, Colorado, USA


Crested Butte, Colorado, USA


Silverton, Colorado, USA


On The Road, USA


Telluride, Colorado, USA


Schweitzer Mountain, Idaho, USA


Whitefish Mountain, Montana, USA


Castle Mountain, Alberta, Canada


Clyde River, Baffin Island, Canada


Fernie, British Columbia, Canada


Selkirk Snowcat, British Columbia, Canada


Red Mountain, British Columbia, Canada


Revelstoke, British Columbia, Canada


Kicking Horse, British Columbia, Canada


Lake Louise, Alberta, Canada


Whitewater, British Columbia, Canada


Last Frontier Heliskiing, Bell 2 Lodge, British Columbia, Canada


Panorama, British Columbia, Canada
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Rest Of The World


Kamchatka, Russia


Cerro Castor, Argentina


Portillo, Chile


Valle Nevado, Chile


Greenland


Manali, Himachal Pradesh, India


Honshu Island, Japan


Hokkaido, Japan


Dizin, Alborz Mountains, Iran


Craigieburn, Southern Alps, New Zealand


Lake Baikal, Siberia


Olympus Mons, Mars


PHOTO CREDITS





SOLDEU, ANDORRA





WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airport:


Toulouse Innsbruck (175km)


Train station in L’Hospitalet-Près-L’Andorre (20km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov/Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Heli-skiing, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, dogsledding


Resort Stats


Top: 2,560m


Bottom: 1,710m


Vertical: 850m


Lifts: 64


Pistes: 210km


www.grandvalira.com
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No sign of the Sun God today © Daniele Molineris





Skiing with the Sun God


The wisdom of calling a ski resort ‘Sun God’ is questionable (surely ‘Snow God’ would work far better in promotional terms?) but despite the name, Soldeu actually has pretty reliable snow, which along with generally north-facing slopes, good grooming and extensive snowmaking means the sun for which the resort is also renowned isn’t necessarily going to put a dampener on the skiing.


And said skiing is pretty good, particularly since the Grandvalira ski pass that’s required to ski here covers the entire 210km network of slopes that make up Soldeu and neighbouring linked resorts such as Pas de la Casa and El Tarter, along with access to Ordino-Arcalis at no additional cost (but you need transport to get there), and you may even score discounts if you book in advance online.


Soldeu is best-known for its novice and early intermediate terrain, with lots of fun blue and red pistes spread across the entire ski area, whilst the ski school – which is made up primarily of native English-speaking instructors – is renowned throughout the ski world for the quality of its teaching, and not just for beginners but for any level of ability. Freeride and freestyle lessons are also available for more advanced skiers, and there are three terrain parks, with a ‘park only’ pass available and one of them, Snowpark Xavi, is dedicated specifically to beginners and intermediates.


Whilst the resort (and Andorra in general) has long been a favourite with intermediate and beginner skiers looking for a fun week on the slopes, this can prove to be of benefit to those skiers in search of something a little more challenging, since it means that the off-piste terrain gets tracked out far less quickly than in those ski areas which are renowned for their freeriding. There’s even a snowcat tow to the lift-free bowl between Riba Escorxada and El Forn, whilst these two areas also have ski itineraries that are marked on the piste map; in recent years Soldeu has featured on the Freeride World Tour, which says much about the quality of the off-piste terrain.


Of course, it’s not all perfect – no one would describe Soldeu as a particularly attractive settlement, spread out as it is in a ribbon development along a busy road, and the mountain scenery is pleasant enough but not as dramatic as many other ski areas, but as they say in Yorkshire, “You don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re poking the fire” – and if you’re just here to ski, whether to improve your technique or check out some of the underrated off-piste terrain, the Sun God may well provide you with what you’re after.





ST ANTON, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Innsbruck (95km), Friedrichshafen (130km)


Train station in resort


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov/Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, outdoor pool, ice skating, sleigh rides, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,650m


Bottom: 1,305m


Vertical: 1,345m


Lifts: 38


Pistes: 160km


(includes itineraires)


www.stantonamarlberg.com
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Modern-day take on the ‘Arlberg technique’ © Hermann-Meier.de / Tourist Association St Anton am Arlberg





Burning the candle at both ends


If you ski – which presumably you do since you’re reading this book – it’s highly likely that you owe a debt of gratitude to St Anton, even if you’ve never been there. For it is here in the resort that calls itself the ‘Cradle of Alpine Skiing’ that the ‘Arlberg technique’ of ski teaching was developed by local instructor Hannes Schneider in the 1920s, and whilst it has obviously been updated and largely superseded over the intervening hundred years, elements of it still feature in some ski lessons, and the older you are the more likely it is you’ll have learnt to ski using some derivative of the Arlberg technique.


And good technique is a useful thing to have if you take on some of the more serious slopes of this quintessential Austrian ski resort. St Anton is one of the world’s prime destinations for experienced skiers looking for deep snow, steep slopes and challenging off-piste terrain.


Famed backcountry runs include the North Face, accessed from the Gampberg chair, the spectacular tree-skiing of the Langen Forest and the vertiginous Valhalla Couloir, which is accessed by rope and offers 1,200 metres of thrilling ‘vert’.


Not all the fun is away from the lifts by any means, however. St Anton has some tremendous bump fields if that’s your kind of thing, and because of its size, there is a huge selection of red and blue runs that will appeal to strong intermediate skiers (be warned, however, that many of these reds and blues are steeper than they would be in most other resorts).


The St Anton ski pass also covers Lech, Zürs (see page 10) and the Sonnenkopf area above nearby Klösterle, so there’s more skiing here than you can go at in a season, let alone a week or two.


Like many of the world’s classic ski resorts St Anton isn’t just about skiing. The attractive, bustling ski town is famed for its nightlife, with many visitors coming here to party just as hard as they ski – from the infamous Moosewirt and its oompah-based action to the raucous Krazy Kanguruh and Underground on the Piste on the resort’s lower slopes and the likes of ‘Bar Cuba’ in town, where the action will continue until long after midnight, this is a ski resort where burning the candle at both ends is a way of life for many.





LECH-ZÜRS AM ARLBERG, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Innsbruck (115km), Friedrichshafen (130km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov/Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, paragliding, ice skating, sleigh rides, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,450m


Bottom: 1,450m


Vertical: 1,000m


Lifts: 47


Pistes: 180km (includes ‘ski routes’)


www.lechzuers.com
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Last blast of the day © Sepp Mallaun / Lech Zurs Tourismus





Something for everyone – and plenty of it


Lech and Zürs occasionally have a problem that most other ski resorts would welcome, and most skiers would consider not to be a problem at all – the snowfall here can be so heavy at times that both of the villages can be cut off from the outside world.


Lech averages 8 metres of snowfall per winter, Zürs even more, and the linked resort of Warth boasts a massive 11 metres. Of course such heavy snowfall may put many of the slopes out of bounds for some time due to avalanche danger – the more so since most of the slopes are above the treeline – but the chances are that there will still be some decent skiing to be had somewhere even when it’s dumping, and when the weather and snow conditions settle down you’ll find masses more skiing to go at (it’s also worth noting that the Lech-Zürs ski pass also allows you to ski in St Anton (page 8) although you have to get there on the free ski bus or the paid-for post bus).


Lech-Zürs is a ski area that is big enough and varied enough to appeal to all levels of skier. Warth, which was only linked in to the ski area a few years ago, has predominantly north-facing slopes which can hold excellent powder.


Zürs is one of the most historic ski areas in Austria, with the country’s first ‘proper’ ski lift being built here in 1937, and Lech gets lots of sunshine (not always a good thing, of course).


For more advanced skiers the mix of off-piste terrain such as that from the top of the Steinmähder chair is excellent, and there are several exciting ‘ski routes’, which are essentially marked, avalanche controlled routes which are neither groomed nor patrolled.


Lech-Zürs is also the only place in Austria to offer heli-skiing – experienced skiers are dropped on the summit of Mehlsack for their powder experience whilst first-timers can give it a go on the Schneetäli-Orgelscharte where conditions are less challenging.


And any visiting skier of intermediate level and above will almost certainly want to take on the famed ‘White Ring’, a ski circuit of 5,500 vertical metres and 22km that harks back to the origins of the ski area in the 1930s and 40s. If you’re not too bothered about trying to beat records for completing the circuit it’s well worth taking time out to enjoy a picnic at one of the two viewing platforms at Rüfikopf and Madloch – the panoramas are sensational.


Fast, modern lifts – several with heated seats – allow you to access the terrain quickly and easily, and whether you want to blast the pow, cruise the reds, practise technique on the blues or simply learn on the nursery slopes there’s plenty of everything for everyone here in what is one of Austria’s most historic ski regions.





KITZBÜHEL, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Salzburg (75km), Innsbruck (95km)


Mainline railway station in resort


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, paragliding, ice skating, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,000m


Bottom: 760m


Vertical: 1,240m


Lifts: 57


Pistes: 230km


(includes ‘ski routes’)


www.kitzbuehel.com
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Cold air inversion at dawn in Kitzbuhel © lightsandsquares / shutterstock.com





The tolling of the bell


Skiing is Austria’s national sport, and perhaps nowhere is this more apparent than every January when the infamous Hahnenkamm Downhill ski race comes to Kitzbühel. It seems like every ski racing fan in the country – as well as a good number from further afield – have descended on this beautiful old medieval town to bang away at cow bells as they watch the fastest men and women in the world hurl themselves down the hideously steep ‘Streif’ at speeds well in excess of 100kph.


The Hahnenkamm (German: ‘rooster’s comb’) is actually the name of a mountain above Kitzbühel, which hosts Super-G, Downhill and Slalom races over a long weekend in mid- to late-January, with the ‘Streif’ (‘streak’ or ‘stripe’) being the route of the downhill race, generally regarded as the most demanding on the World Cup circuit.


The course features highly technical, ‘fall-away’ turns and is often plagued with bad light, snow or rain and limited visibility – so much so that in the last twenty years around half of the races have had to be shortened or even cancelled due to weather conditions, and at the time of writing the course record dates back as far as 1997 (Austrian Fritz Strobl in 1:51:58).


You’ll be pleased to know you can actually tackle the 3.3km Streif (which featured in the vintage 1969 ski movie Downhill Racer) yourself when the races are over – if you decide to do so expect to encounter slopes as steep as 85 percent, with an average gradient of 27 percent.


If, on the other hand, you’d prefer not to compare yourself with the world’s best ski racers (something that rarely works in your favour…), Kitzbühel offers plenty of alternatives. Over 80 percent of the ski area’s 230km of slopes are graded red or blue, making it a perfect destination for intermediate skiers, whilst more advanced skiers will find plenty of challenging terrain – for instance, check out the steep Direttissima and the long ‘ski routes’ from the top of 1,935-metre Pengelstein towards Jochberg and Hechenmoos over a thousand metres below. There are also some very acceptable off-piste options.


Add to all this a great system of fast lifts (with a glass floor in one of the ‘3S’ gondolas which connect Wurzhöhe and Pengelstein, the two main ski areas), a banging nightlife even if you’re not here for the Hahnenkamm weekend and bucket-loads of Austrian alpine charm and it’s easy to see why Kitzbühel has become synonymous with skiing.





SAALBACH-HINTERGLEMM, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Salzburg (85km), Innsbruck (150km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov/Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,095m


Bottom: 830m


Vertical: 1,265m


Lifts: 70


Pistes: 270km


www.saalbach.com
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The coolest ski resort in the Alps? © YuriKo / shutterstock.com





Laying down a challenge


No one could say that the ski area of Saalbach-Hinterglemm doesn’t like to lay down a challenge. Marketing yourself as ‘the coolest ski resort of the Alps’, describing your area as a ‘ski circus’ and offering the biggest ski area in Austria along with the biggest ski circuit in the Alps are not the actions of a shy and retiring ski resort.


And whilst it’s probably best left for others to judge just how ‘cool’ the place is since proclaiming yourself as such isn’t really all that cool at all, the other claims made by the area’s marketing bods are pretty indisputable; and that’s without even mentioning that around 95 percent of Saalbach-Hinterglemm’s ski lifts are ‘fast’ chairs and gondolas – the highest proportion of any major ski area in the world.


It’s largely thanks to this latter fact that you can whizz around the resorts with ease – if you’re the kind of skier who loves getting in the mileage you’ll be in ski heaven and may even decide to take on the challenge of the area’s ‘ski circuit’.


This involves 65km of pistes, 32 ski lifts, 12,400 metres of vertical and, according to the resort’s website, should be do-able in around seven hours by ‘ambitious skiers’. The piste map has the route marked on it, which can be started at any ski lift along the way.


Skiers who complete the circuit can log their route and times online, with some fancy prizes (ski holidays, for example – in Saalbach-Hinterglemm, of course) for the fastest and there are badges and small prizes for everyone who successfully completes the route.


The downside to all this hooning around at maximum velocity is that you don’t really get to see the attractive, broad shouldered, forested mountains that make up the ski area in great detail – but you can save that for another day.


Those forests can come in handy on bad weather days, of course, whilst another feature that more chilled out skiers will enjoy is the region’s plethora of rustic mountain huts – all marked on the piste map – where you can stop for coffee or lunch. Excellent, friendly service is a feature of pretty much all of them, and stand-outs include the Ellmaualm for its great views and the two huts above Leogang – the Alte Schmeide which has live music and the AsitzBräu, which for good measure is also Europe’s highest brewing museum.


Back down in the valley at day’s end, don’t expect to sit back and relax – another boast of Saalbach-Hinterglemm is that it has the best après-ski in the Alps, and there’s no doubt that the place goes mad once everyone has unclipped from their bindings for the day. Spots such as the Hinterhag Alm in Saalbach and the Goasstall in Hinterglemm are classic Austrian après-ski venues where the music is loud, the beer flows freely and the table tops are the place to dance – in your ski boots of course.





ISCHGL, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airport:


Innsbruck (100km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov – May


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, ice skating, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,870m


Bottom: 1,377m


Vertical: 1,497m


Lifts: 45


Pistes: 253km


(includes ‘ski routes’)


www.ischgl.com
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Getting high in Ischgl Snowpark © Paznaun – Ischgl Snowpark





Time to party


Many resorts tout themselves as party capital of the Alps, and it has to be said that Ischgl has a big claim to be top of that list. However, this presents a serious problem for any visitor – the après-ski is so vibrant that it’s virtually impossible to avoid overdoing it in the bars and clubs every night. Combine that with a week of skiing and it takes some stamina to make the most of all that’s on offer.


For full-on party animals the opening and closing weekends of the season are the time to visit, when Ischgl throws on free concerts which have in the past included the likes of Lenny Kravitz, The Killers, Sir Elton John, Robbie Williams, Tina Turner, etc., etc.


The opening party is in the town and the closing event upon the slopes, and when a top-rated band ain’t belting it out for free Ischgl can offer the likes of the manic, booming Trofana Alm, the Hotel Elisabeth with its dirndl-clad dancing girls grinding it out atop the tables and the legendary Nikis’s Stadl to “… entertain you” as Mr Williams might croon…


There are few better ways to shift any hangover you may inadvertently contract than swooshing down Ischgl’s wide, user-friendly pistes the morning after the night before – and you can even organise your late afternoon skiing around a little ‘light entertainment’ should you be in need of a bit of hair of the dog.


As the day draws down take a drink at the Pardorama restaurant high on the mountain above Ischgl town – it’s the best place to watch the sun going down. Then take the Number 4 black run home – it’s not a tricky black, just pleasantly steepish and sweeping, with fabulous views. And it will be virtually deserted for you at that time of day. Magic.


The Paznauner Thaya restaurant on the opposite side of the ski area is also a great spot on a sunny afternoon – but not for peacefully watching the sun set, more for raucous on-the-slopes après-ski with a rocking open-air disco. The atmosphere is great – but if you’ve had a drink or two, it’s maybe sensible just to take the easy run down to the Silvrettabahn middle station and then hop aboard the gondola back to the village.


Or, if you’re up for a more adrenaline-fuelled end to the day rather than one that’s alcohol-fuelled, try to time things so you take a ride to the summit of 2,872-metre Greitspitze, Ischgl’s highest point, on the Lange Wandbahn lift just before it closes, then take run Number 13 home. Going down via Idalp you have a fabulous 11-kilometre descent, and by taking the last lift up you’ll avoid the worst of the crowds and enjoy the sun setting across the mountains with just your mates in tow.


Then you can pop into the Trofana Alms for a quick one – just the one mind, there’s skiing to be done tomorrow. Yeah, yeah…





MAYRHOFEN, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Innsbruck (70km), Salzburg (170km), Munich (195km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, paragliding, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 2,500m


Bottom: 630m


Vertical: 1,870m


Lifts: 58


Pistes: 142km


www.mayrhofen.at
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You want steep, you’ve got it at Mayrhofen’s legendary Harakiri © mayrhofen.at





Are you ready for Austria’s steepest piste?


So, do you possess ‘Physical fitness and perfect body control; skiing skills that are above average; excellent, sophisticated skiing technique’? If so, you may be ready to tackle Mayrhofen’s infamous ‘Harakiri’ according to the resort website.


Touted as the steepest pisted run in Austria, the Harakiri is said to have an average gradient of 78 percent (38 degrees), so depending on the level of your ‘sophisticated skiing technique’ it will be either challenging or exciting, and possibly both.


Also known somewhat more prosaically as ‘Piste 34’, the run opened in the 2003-04 season and is, understandably, a draw for most competent skiers visiting Mayrhofen. The entire run is some 2km in length with the steepest section being around 400 metres long and conveniently located within view of the Knorren Chairlift for the amusement of those passing overhead.


The Harakiri is made more difficult by the fact that it’s often very icy – this is not necessarily due to poor snow cover (in fact Mayrhofen is relatively snow-sure) but because grooming the slope is difficult due to its gradient, with any artificial snow that’s added tending to simply slide down the slope (as a matter of passing interest grooming is only possible with a winch and a special snow groomer that has a 430-horsepower engine, a weight of nine tons, and a pulling force of four tons).


If the idea of skiing the Harakiri fills you with trepidation, you could try hitting Piste 12, aka the ‘Devil’s Run’. It isn’t as steep as the Harakiri, but the most vertiginous section, at the end of the run, is known as the ‘Harakiri Test’, with locals reckoning that if you can handle this, you’re ready to take on its big brother.


Of course, there’s a lot more to Mayrhofen than the Harakiri. The town itself is attractive and has a pleasant bustle about it, whilst the rest of the slopes offer some great piste skiing for stronger intermediates (steepness seems to be a theme of much of the skiing here), and plenty of decent off-piste for those looking for more of a challenge, whilst free buses and trains link several neighbouring resorts as well as allowing access to the nearby Hintertux Glacier.


This has year-round snow cover, of course, as well as extensive and interesting skiing for everyone from expert to relative novice, and as such it’s well worth taking a day away from Mayrhofen to explore what is some of Europe’s finest glacier skiing.





SCHLADMING, AUSTRIA




WESTERN EUROPE
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Access


Nearest airports:


Salzburg (90km), Munich (260km)


Mainline station in resort


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Nov/Dec – Apr


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, crosscountry skiing, fat biking, ice skating, paragliding, hiking, sleigh rides, ski yoga


Resort Stats


Top: 2,015m


Bottom: 745m


Vertical: 1,270m


Lifts: 44


Pistes: 123km


www.schladming-dachstein.at
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Schladming all lit up for the night races © Tomasz Koryl /shutterstock.com





All things in moderation – almost


Whilst many ski areas promote the ‘extreme’ nature of their terrain in a bid to attract visitors, Schladming has a more practical and, you might argue, a more sensible approach; it doesn’t bang on about how you can risk life and limb taking on its challenging slopes, it simply offers an excellent array of mainly intermediate terrain that will appeal to – well, intermediate skiers, which let’s face it are the majority (this doesn’t mean you should shy away if you regard yourself above this standard though – read on).


The welcoming town of Schladming lies beneath Planai, one of four linked mountains that provide keen intermediate skiers with a real sense of covering the ground as they flit from one peak to the other. If you manage to ski all four in four days or less, you’ll be entitled to a small ‘prize’ from the tourist information office at the foot of Planai.


The scenery is never less than delightful as you zoom around, with all four mountains (Hauser Kaibling, Planai, Hochwurzen and Reiteralm) having forests almost all the way to their summits; the  pistes run between them, of course, and because most are north-facing they tend to hold the snow well and remain skiable in bad weather. From the various summits you can enjoy lovely views down the Ennstal valley and of the spectacular Dachstein mountains.


The town itself also has a strong connection with ski racing, hosting the spectacular Schladming Night Race every winter as well as having been the venue for the 2013 World Championships, and skiers looking to emulate their heroes can clock their speed for free on the GUL speed run on Reiteralm.


But if you want to experience the real thing, make sure you’re here for the annual World Cup Night Race in January, when a crowd of around 50,000 fans line the slalom course on Planai as the best skiers in the world hurtle between the gates.


The atmosphere is a cross between the FA Cup Final and Ben Hur; crowds roar, cowbells dong, national flags flutter, flares flare and the whole mad shebang is lit up by floodlights which glare off the snow more brightly than the sun; British competitor Dave Ryding has described approaching the start gate as “… like walking out at Anfield” (he is a Liverpool fan, mind).


Most of us will never see the slopes at Schladming from the same perspective as the likes of Ryding or Austria’s own local ski hero Marcel Hirscher, of course, but we can always hit the GUL speed run and scare ourselves at high speed – or simply dream of ski superstardom as we cruise around Schladming’s welcoming pistes.
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Access


Nearest airport:


Innsbruck (85km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Oct – May


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, ice skating, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 3,250m


Bottom: 1,380m


Vertical: 1,870m


Lifts: 31


Pistes: 144km


www.soelden.com
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The sight when you leave the Kuhstall Dancing Bar at 6am? © ansharphoto / shutterstock.com





Welcome, Mr Bond


You’ve got to love a ski resort that features the best movie soundtrack ever on its website – I refer, of course, to the James Bond theme tune (and as proof that not everything related to James Bond comes dripping with gold, the guitarist who played the song’s instantly recognisable riff, one Vic Flick, received a one-off fee of £6 for his labours in 1962).


The reason that Sölden’s website features the tune is that much of the 24th James Bond movie Spectre was shot hereabouts. The resort’s mountain-top Ice Q Restaurant became the ‘Hoffler Klinik’, a private medical clinic in the mountains, and the spectacular alpine chase scene was filmed on Sölden’s ‘Glacier Road’.


So, what has all this got to do with skiing? Well, not a lot to be honest, but whilst you’re hooning around on your planks you may wish to take a break and pop into the ‘007 ELEMENTS’ cinematic installation on the summit of 3,060-metre Gaislachkogl, one of Sölden’s high points (although not the highest – that would be 3,250 metres on the Rettenbach Glacier).


The installation, which opened in 2018, covers some 1,300 square metres, mostly underground, and takes you on a high-tech journey through various galleries featuring video installations, sound effects, interactive stations and original gadgets and gizmos from the Bond movies. Oh, and there are also some fantastic views of the Ötztal mountain scenery when you get back outside.


As for the skiing, a fast and efficient lift system accesses a good range of terrain which varies from long reds and blues (the ‘vert’ here is almost 2,000 metres) to accessible blacks and fine off-piste terrain such as the various descents to the Rettenbachtal valley.


The real feather in Sölden’s cap is that there are two high level glaciers here, the Tiefenbach and the Rettenbach, which more or less guarantee good snow conditions as well as providing runs of up to 15km in length.


Add to all this a predominantly easterly aspect to the slopes and extensive snowmaking and you’re pretty sure of scoring decent snow during Sölden’s very long ski season – October to May.


And when the skiing is over there’s a very lively ‘après’ scene, starting on the slopes and then migrating down to Sölden’s main street, where you’ll find everything from live music and banging discos to table dancing; the Kuhstall Dancing Bar stays open until 5-6am, giving you time to throw back your last drink, throw down a quick breakfast and get out on the slopes without ever going to bed.


James Bond would approve…
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Access


Nearest airport:


Innsbruck (45km)


Ability Level


Beginner – expert


Season


Oct – Jun


Other Local Activities


Snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, tobogganing, ice skating, hiking


Resort Stats


Top: 3,210m


Bottom: 1,750m


Vertical: 1,460m


Lifts: 26


Pistes: 104km


(including ‘ski routes’)


www.stubaiergletscher.com
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Shopping in the Powder Department © gorillaimages / shutterstock.com





‘Welcome to the Powder Department’


As you drive along the 30km-long Stubai Valley to the south of Innsbruck, the Stubaier Gletscher beckons from the head of the valley – high, gleaming white and snow-sure, it offers some of the best glacier skiing and one of the longest seasons in the Alps.
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