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a Plagne is renowned as a ski 
intermediate’s paradise. Miles and miles 
of cruisey blues and reds. Ideal to keep 
Sid and Doris Bonkers from Basildon or 

Brussels busy for their biannual week skiing, 
but precious little of interest to the hardcore 
skier, right? Wrong it turns out, as I discovered 
for myself over a couple of days in March 
visiting a mate now based there. 

I met his initial claim that La Plagne was 
a legit freeride paradise with scepticism, which 
became outright derision and contempt when 
he pointed triumphantly at the piste map at the 
lift he considered to be the key that unlocks 
La Plagne’s crown jewels. I was prepared 
to humour him had he been pointing at the 
left edge of the piste map in the direction of 
Bellecôte, about whose mighty north face I’d 
heard promising murmurs over the years. But 
instead his pen was hovering on the opposite 
side of the A3 map over a lift so small that the 
lid of his pen obscured its entirety.

Crêtes. A drag lift not much more than 
500m in length, it only rises 60m or so from 
start to finish. Something you’d expect to 
find on a nursery slope or inside a snowdome 
then. But to my amazement, this exceedingly 
inconspicuous-looking affair did indeed open 
a Pandora’s box of fabulous opportunities.

That I’d timed my visit impeccably with 
regard to snow conditions certainly helped. 
It’d been snowing on and off for several days 
prior to my arrival, which coincided with 

two picture-perfect bluebird days. First on 
the menu were “a couple of swift laps of the 
short, sharp, rolling reds and blues to the 
bottom of the Becoin chair”. Perfect warmer-
uppers while we waited for Crêtes, just above 
Becoin, to open. This is a sleepy corner of the 
Paradiski area – not on the way to anywhere 
– which seemed to attract very little passing 
trade, on-piste or off. 

The pisteurs soon opened the drag with 
a minimum of ceremony and up we went. 
Groomed options include the swooping 
Gavotte red and Grande Pente black pistes 
towards Plagne Centre or the Etroits black that 
plunges down the picturesque valley to the 
right. But with the promise of powder we had 
loftier ambitions and began with a 40-minute 
bootpack to looker’s left up the ridge to the 
2,594m summit of Becoin, a highly visible 
spiny sentinel standing guard over the Plagne 
Centre and Aime La Plagne sectors. 

Here was as close an approximation of 
a Haines-style Alaskan spine wall as I’d 
ever seen in Europe, hiding in plain sight in 
the midst of one of the world’s most visited 
‘intermediate’ ski resorts. What the F?! And 
where the F was everyone? If this was Tignes, 
Chamonix or Verbier it would be a dog show 
by now. There was 30cm of pow, a cloudless 
sky and not another soul interested in this white 
goldmine of spines and chutes! Don’t mind if 
I do said I, and we managed three unchallenged 
hero laps, pretending we were in the movies all 

the while – “Right, I’ll be Hoji this time, you be 
Sage!” –  before our legs were shot, our lungs 
exhausted and our goggle-tans strong.

The following day we ticked off a face 
that was begging to be defaced but, to my 
amazement, was still untouched. This was 
Mont Jovet, an equally picturesque peak 
reached by way of an obvious 70-minute 
approach on skins, skirting the huge bowl to 
lookers’ right of the Crêtes arrival point. We 
passed plenty of fun-looking, north-facing 
mini-golf terrain on our way up. The face 
we’d spotted across the bowl bang opposite 
the lift, and duly deflowered, was Mont 
Jovet’s north-east face, which was a series of 
plunging pitches feeding back onto the black 
Etroits piste. This quiet valley eventually spits 
you out at the glorious terrace of the Chalet 
de La Roche at the converging ends of the 
Cornegidouille blue and the Olympic bobsleigh 
track in the hamlet of La Roche. A terrific spot 
to reward yourself for a morning’s exertion 
pillaging La Plagne’s crown jewels with a cold 
beer and a pizza.  

Don’t judge a book by its cover, so the saying 
goes. I spent my lunch trying in vain to think 
of a fitting ski adaption. How many other 
areas are as misunderstood as La Plagne’s, 
I wondered. Maybe Courchevel has opened 
a string of Poundland stores and didn’t think 
to tell anyone? Perhaps La Grave is in fact 
a top-secret beginner ski facility, its freeride 
reputation all an elaborate cover-up? 

Crêtes drag, La PLagne
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F
orgive yourself for feeling like Darth 
Vader as your leather-seated, tinted-
windowed, sleek black telecabine 
eases silently up towards the summit 

station of Val d’Isère’s Solaise peak. 
Replacing the old Solaise Express chairlift, 
the resort’s new state-of-the-art godola 
– opened last winter – is about two things: 
speed (it whisks skiers to the summit in just 
seven minutes) and views, as giant windows 
frame the mountains.

Add in heated seats and free wifi and you 
have a welcome break from the 710 vertical 
metres of skiing back down – but only a fool 
checks his emails. Savvy skiers take the 
opportunity to tighten their boots and fix 
their goggles to minimise any summit faff, 
because, once there, a wealth of serious 
skiing awaits. So let me be your guide… 

We could rip it straight down the piste M 
(a top-to-bottom red that’s often a sea of fun 
slush moguls by the end of the day). But not 
today. Instead we’ll start by popping under 
the rope and traversing round to Danaides 
Wall – the steep, exposed face that should 
always be skied with caution, and which 
levels out onto a plateau from where the 
main route splits into a myriad of options. 

Lap 1: Go hard skier’s left and we’ll find 
the forked entrance to Lavancher Couloir – a 
thigh-burningly long descent to the valley 
floor. Offering great views, it’s one of my 
favourite introductions to couloir skiing.

Lap 2: Back at the foot of Danaides Wall, 
we’ll ski Danaides itself, a relatively steep, 
cliff-strewn forest that offers a variety of 
tree-skiing options back to the valley floor 

at Laissinant. If you know the routes and 
their many variants you can ski fresh 
powder here days after a storm.

Lap 3: If you like making a dramatic 
entrance you’ll love the Couloir to Nowhere. 
This big open bowl funnels into a chute that 
ends in a cliff, so a guide is a good idea here. 
Make sure you follow me closely because, 
just at the right point, I’ll hook up into the 
trees and drop into a hidden couloir that 
descends out of nowhere onto piste L. 

Lap 4: On the right day, there’s plenty of 
snow and terrain to grab by hooking east at 
the foot of Danaides Wall and heading into 
the Dana L off-piste sector. The terrain here 
is steep and open with a few cliff bands.

Each route accesses the Laissinant path, 
which is a short five-minute skate back to 
the Solaise telecabine; or for the less 
energetic, a five-minute bus ride takes you 
back to the base station for another loop.

If Danaides isn’t ripe, we’ll go west into 
Super S, where a wide bowl funnels into an 
S-shaped chute with steep walls – great for 
slash turns or big jumps into infinity on 
powder days. As the terrain progressively 
mellows, little gullies and big canyons 
provide feature-packed terrain leading you 
down to the Manchet River, which, in turn, 
takes you back to the telecabine.

Seven minutes later and we’re back at the 
top… come on, no time to faff, there’s more 
to explore. This time we’ll head further 
skier’s left and into the more committed 
S Prime. Starting gently, this long open bowl 
soon steepens and tightens into a funnel 
between two cliffs. 

Once negotiated, the tight passage opens 
up into some of the most rippable terrain 
you can imagine; a skier’s dream on a 
powder day, leading us back into the 
Manchet Valley for another lap.

Super S and S Prime are both tracked-out 
now, so stick with me as we traverse higher 
along the same face, heading into the 
Marmottons Couloirs. These chutes can 
get tight when the snow is thin, but take 
your pick – there are at least three separate 
routes through the cliff band, all of which 
rejoin the S Prime face linking into the 
Manchet Valley.

Back at the top, we’re flaking, legs are 
tired and sweat is slowly steaming our 
anti-fog goggles. Let’s not be too hard on 
ourselves, we’ve just skied seven laps of the 
Solaise Telecabine, totalling 5000 vertical 
metres of red-black gradient slopes, with 
only 49 minutes of rest time in the lift. 
Oh, and did I forget to mention that was 
all off-piste, under the rope, uncontrolled 
backcountry? Let’s go to the Space Station 
X (or rather, the new über-plush day lodge, 
located at the top of the telecabine, complete 
with a café, sofas and mini cinema). I hear 
C3PO is serving coffee and pastries. I’ve got 
the Super L and Mattis Trees, two more 
off-piste sectors, lined up next… 

Ben has been leading groups in the Val 
d’Isère off-piste since 2006. He teaches 
alpine skiing with The Development Centre 
(tdcski.com) and is a founder of Tele Tracks 
(telemarktracks.com) a telemark ski school 
offering a unique Scott NTN test centre. 
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