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B
oar ding the little r ed
plane f or a spectacular
shor t f light o ver the
mountains on one of those
dazzlingl y sunn y days it seems

onl y the Alps can pr oduce, it w as pr obabl y a
good thing tha t no one had told us it didn’t
have any brak es. 

How the single-pr opeller air craft stopped
was not something I had thought a bout, to be
honest, as I c limbed in next to the pilot, one
of onl y thr ee seats in this Mousquetair e
D940. Had I thought a bout it, I’m sur e I
would ha ve been nerv ous instead of, as in
this case , excited. 

The pilot w ent thr ough the r outine contr ol
checks, and then w e eased forw ar d, and
tr undled of f down the 400m, 11 per cent
gradient, slope . The plane , you see, lik e most
things on the sno w, was on skis . 

And up w e went. T he villa ges of Les T r ois
Vallees , whic h look pr etty enough a t gr ound
level, took on a majestic beauty w hen vie wed
fr om above. And the imposing mountains ,
man y of whic h w e had skied do wn the
pr evious da y, assumed even gr eater
authority , the sno w on them glistening in the
sunlight as w e passed barely a hundr ed feet
or so above. 

I felt v ery pri vile ged to be tak en on this
flight, y et the compan y in volv ed, Mountain
Air T ours , want it to be kno wn tha t such
magical experiences ar e not bey ond r each. A
20-min ute f light o ver T he Thr ee Valley s,
gliding o ver Meribel and Cour cheval, and
vie wing on one side V al T hor ens and the
Par c National de la V anoise , and out on the
other side Mont Blanc , costs just 90 eur os
per person. 

I use the ter m gliding because this is ho w
it seemed. It w as serene, and the landing one
of the smoothest I ha ve encounter ed. 

And ho w did the plane with no brak es
stop? By g ravity . . . using the same landing
strip , the ic y slope simpl y slo wing it do wn as
it r etur ned uphill. 

Wha t the f light emphasised w as how,
although the mountains her e are a gr eat
place to ski, they of fer so muc h mor e. 

We had stayed in tw o locations , first in
pr etty St Mar tin de Belle ville , then in the
r esor t of Meribel, a long-time f avourite of
the English. 

It w as on the jour ney bac k fr om Meribel’s
airf ield tha t our guide pointed out w her e
Mic hael Schumac her has his c halet, not to

kno w, of course , tha t tw o weeks la ter , the
for mer w or ld motor racing c hampion w ould
be criticall y injur ed in an of f-piste skiing
accident. 

Skiing on-piste in T he Thr ee Valley s is
safe, though, and dif f icult to bea t. It’s the
larg est skiing ar ea in the w or ld with a hug e
diversity of r uns f or all a bilities . 

Man y skiers her e enjoy the benef it of
being a ble to choose whether to ski on one
side of the v alley in the sun, b ut w her e it is
mor e crowded, or on the other side in the
shadow of the mountains , wher e the slopes
can be deser ted. 

In St Mar tin, w e stayed at a tw o-Mic helin
star r ed restaurant, La Bouitte , wher e the
chefs — father and son R ené and Maxime
Meilleur — deli ver suc h excellence in their
cuisine tha t they ar e regular ly on TV or on
the fr ont co vers of gastr onom y ma gazines.
In 2012 they, and La Bouitte , gained entry
into the select cir cle of the “Grandes T ables
du Monde” . 

Whether y ou ar e in the r estaurant, b y the
fir e in the r eception loung e, or in one of the
cosy bedr ooms, the use of sculpted w ood
catches the ey e and radia tes war mth. 

The food was sensational. Eac h dish is
pr epar ed with unbelie vab le car e and lo ve.
And pr ecision. T ake one of our star ter
courses — oeuf de plein air . This w as
cooked, our w aiter inf or med us , for exactl y
68 min utes at 62.5C. It came with ar tic hauts
conf its , pousses de coriandr e and consommé
d’alpa ges. And the taste w as sublime . 

On another , somewhat less cultur ed

evening, in neighbouring Les Men uir es, we
tried out sno w scooters . Once the pistes ar e
closed, the ski ar ea becomes a real
playgr ound f or these speed
machines , and f or those with
energ y to b ur n, or as a chang e
fr om skiing, they ar e gr eat fun,
if somewhat expensi ve, at 100
eur os an hour . 

A mor e tranquil experience , and just
as memora ble, is to hir e snow shoes. These
enable you to go up or do wn stee p slopes,
even wher e the snow is deep. If you go at
night, as w e did thr ough the f or est above
Meribel, they will suppl y you with a head
tor ch, so you look lik e a miner . But the
equipment allo ws you to go of f the bea ten
trac k, and be par t of natur e again. 
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