
C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 L
E

 R
E

F
U

G
E

 D
E

 S
O

L
A

I
S

E

3 6 T R AV E L + L E I S U R E  |  D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 9

E
X

P
E

R
I

E
N

C
E

S

The restaurant at 
Le Refuge de 
Solaise overlooks 
the ski runs of  
Val d’Isère.

restaurant for lunch. In the mornings, 

behind an instructor shouting what I 

hoped was encouragement, I’d zigzag 

down powdery corridors high above the 

timberline. At night, I’d recuperate with 

such Gallic novelties—for an American 

kid, at least—as steak tartare, elaborately 

prepared tableside under the eaves of 

old-world Alpine restaurants, and 

crêpes suzette bubbling on a street 

vendor’s outdoor griddle. 

Last winter, after a years-long hiatus, 

I returned not once but twice to this 

skiers’ paradise. The 20 miles of edge-

of-the-cliff switchbacks to reach Val 

d’Isère were reassuringly if unnervingly 

familiar. What stuck out were the sky-

high cranes suspended over the village, 

sure signs of a construction boom.  

Was the resort going the way of Megève 

and Courchevel? 

Val d’Isère still retains a quaint 

11th-century chapel across the street 

from a 17th-century church, along with 

clusters of ancient Savoyard stone 

chalets. But new five-star hotels—

including Le Yule (leyule.fr; doubles 

from $320), which has a clean-lined 

Scandinavian aesthetic, and the 

château-like Mademoiselle Val d’Isère 

(valdisere.airelles.com; doubles  

from $936), opening in December— 

are replacing unremarkable postwar 

architecture. Halfway up the mountain, 

Le Refuge de Solaise (lerefuge-valdisere.

com; doubles from $175), a soaring glass-

walled lodge opening fully this winter, 

offers the unique experience of bedding 

down with flair at France’s highest 

hotel. This all may be welcome news  

to the sporty, international mix of 

regulars, including Brits, Scandinavians, 

Australians, perfectly attired Parisians, 

and savvy Americans, whose reward for 

a little extra travel time is an intimate 

setting, breathtaking skiing, and a high-

altitude sense of serenity. 

Last January, I stayed in Chalet Daria 

(hiphideouts.com; from $1,730 per 

person per week), a fully staffed, seven-

bedroom residence, one of 18 operated 

by Hip Hideouts, a local rental agency. I 

followed the S-turns of my genial ski 

 I 
’VE BEEN SKIING in Val d’Isère for almost 

as long as I’ve been skiing. While my 

elementary-school classmates loaded 

into their parents’ station wagons for winter 

vacations in New Hampshire and Vermont, my 

family flew farther afield—to Geneva, the closest 

airport to one of France’s highest, most remote 

ski resorts, separated from Italy by a slender pass 

open only in summer. As a kid, I felt like we had 

arrived at the snowy end of the world. 

Dependable snowfall allows the 6,000-foot-

high mountain resort to operate from November 

through at least the first weekend of May, so each 

Christmas and often at Easter, too, our family 

would settle in to cozy, wood-lined rooms at 

Le Blizzard (hotelblizzard.com; doubles from $529), 

a chic but unpretentious family-run hotel that 

evokes a hunting lodge, close enough to the slopes 

that we could ski to within yards of its terraced 

HEIGHT OF STYLE

The French ski town of Val d’Isère has always been slightly  

behind the curve when it comes to embracing luxury. Until now. 

VICKY LOWRY revisits her beloved childhood haunt to see its 

tasteful new chalets and hotels in full swing.

HEIGHT OF STYLE
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ancient hamlet of Le Fornet—reachable by skis  

or the free shuttle bus—the youthful chef  

Benoît Vidal lets the seasons inform his three-

course lunch. Mine launched with a glass of 

Monterminod, a honey-colored regional wine 

that paired harmoniously with asparagus risotto 

infused with powdered mushrooms, and derailed 

any plans to ski later that afternoon. On another 

day, this one filled with warm sunshine, I joined 

a jubilant crowd on the terrace of L’Etincelle 

(letincellevaldisere.com; entrées $42–$85), a new 

restaurant at the foot of the Solaise ski lift. While 

I sipped a glass of rosé, like everyone else on the 

deck that day, and waited for a margherita pizza 

to emerge from the wood-fired oven, I made 

decisive plans to return to Val d’Isère before 

skiing wrapped for the season. 

And so I did, in April. By then most American 

skiers had already stored away their gear for  

the season, but I was happily unpacking mine  

in a snug room at Le Blizzard—as familiar to me  

as a childhood bedroom. The hotel, dead center 

in town and equipped with two restaurants, an 

outdoor pool, and a Clarins spa, has been gently 

expanded and spiffed up over the years— 

without losing an ounce of charm—under  

the attentive care of the original owner’s son, 

Pierre Cerboneschi, and his wife, Béatrice 

Rosenthal-Cerboneschi.

Four years ago, the couple opened a second 

hotel, La Mourra (hotellamourra.com; doubles 

from $782), where Béatrice, a former jewelry 

designer from Paris, unleashed her creativity on 

the discreetly luxe décor of four interconnected 

chalets and 20 suites, each artfully sheathed  

in hand-hewn woods and accented with  

vintage kilim upholstery and soft fabrics. The 

atmosphere, she says, “is feutré—it’s more than 

cozy, it’s felted, like insulation.” For me, Val 

d’Isère has that same enveloping effect: a warm 

and welcoming sanctuary on the high-altitude 

edge of wilderness. 

guide, Raphael Evin, who insisted I partake in a 

pit-stop shot of the Alpine herbal liqueur génépi 

and expertly navigated me down the vast terrain. 

Evin’s time with me was limited, however; the 

next day he was committed to skiing with a 

former Miss France. Hiring a guide is essential for 

first-timers: Val d’Isère and the neighboring resort 

of Tignes form a huge, complicated ski area, with 

186 miles of trails and more than 75 lifts. I was 

told it takes an expert a week to ski every run. 

In the French Alps, one skis to eat, and at Val 

d’Isère, lunch on the slopes or in the winsome 

dining rooms positioned at the base of the ski 

lifts is a leisurely affair. (You can burn calories 

afterward dancing in the wild party atmosphere 

of La Folie Douce, an outdoor disco on the 

mountain.) At the Michelin two-starred 

L’Atelier d’Edmond (atelier-edmond.com; tasting 

menus from $138), a refined chalet in the tiny, 

Skiers resting 
in sun beds  
at the foot of 
the slopes. 

One of the  
guest rooms at 
Le Blizzard.
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