
Revealed: The hidden French valley home to
the perfect off-piste ski run

Skiing the hidden Vallée Perdue in Val d'Isere, France, Ruth Ware was out of her depth –
but the experience inspired her new novel              
I was maybe three or four metres down the side of the ravine, my skis sinking into the soft snow.
Above me was the edge of the piste I had just left – it was only just out of reach, but my chances
of climbing back to it were approximately nil. 

Below me was a 20m drop of steep hillside, covered in a thick blanket of fresh snow, descending
to the narrow track beneath. It was possible to get down – I had just watched a friend do it,
effortfully zigzagging her way down through the deep drifts with near-perfect off-piste technique.
Unfortunately my off-piste technique was – is – not perfect. 

As I stood there, leaning on my sticks, contemplating the life choices that had led me to this
moment, something became abundantly clear; there was no way out of this. I was getting to the
bottom of this ravine one way or another. It just might not be upright.

There’s a lot to dislike about skiing. It’s incredibly expensive. It’s potentially quite dangerous
(I’ve never been on a skiing holiday where I didn’t pass at least one little group of skiers huddled
around a prone form, waiting for the “blood wagon” to arrive). The boots hurt. The skis are
heavy. And it’s also difficult – at least at first. You spend a long time as a beginner struggling on
and off lifts, falling over, windmilling into drifts, and standing paralysed halfway down slopes
while irritatingly elegant people swoosh effortlessly past you, sighing at the way you’re clogging
up the pistes.

And yet, I love it. 

My addiction started in Bulgaria when I was 14, where a cup of hot chocolate with rum was the
equivalent of 50p and no one asked for ID. The beginner’s slope had no lifts, so we spent a week
sidestepping painfully up, just to get a 30-second slide back to the bottom. But the mountains
were beautiful, the snow was crisp, and I was hooked.

Part of my addiction is the mountains, which are breathtakingly, spectacularly beautiful in a way
that still stops me in my tracks every time I step off a lift. Part of it is the cold. I love the sting of
chill wind on hot cheeks and the squeaky crunch of snow underneath my boots. There’s also the
food – any holiday that involves large quantities of melted cheese and vin chaud is a good one in
my book. But really, it’s the skiing itself that I love – the concentration it takes, the way a single
turn can wipe you out or send you swooshing gloriously down into the valley below with the
wind whipping your hair across your face.
The Hidden Valley was the reward for a tricky descent                 

I’m not a natural skier – I am not particularly fit, and my knees are a bit knackered. And I’ve had
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too many years when I couldn’t go skiing (no money, too pregnant, too busy at work) to have
really maintained my technique. But I can, usually, get from one end of a slope to another in
reasonable style, by which I mean upright, with my skis roughly parallel, and without wiping out. 

Every now and again though, you realise that something that looked within your comfort zone
just really … isn’t. You step off a lift into a white-out of screaming winds and horizontal snow,
and that picturesque forest trail between the pines becomes a panting nightmare of trees looming
without warning out of the blizzard. Or you take a wrong turn at the café and find that instead of
skiing that nice blue you did on the first day, you’ve hit the mogul field.

Halfway down that hillside, my skis sinking ever deeper, I realised I was, indeed, out of my
depth. 

The problem was, there’d been a huge dump of snow that year, and the usual entrance to the run,
through a crevice in the rock, had been made impassable. It was only a short little bit of
sideslipping, my friend assured me – and once we were down, the valley was lovely. I didn’t
doubt the last bit. It was the getting down that bothered me. 

When you’re out of your depth as a skier, there are two options. You can hope for the best and ski
it anyway. Or you can swallow your pride, take off your skis, and walk. I’ve never had much
pride, so it was an easy decision for me. I reached down into the snow and unsnapped one
binding. Then I shifted my weight to free my other leg. 

It was at this point that I realised I’d made a huge mistake. Without a ski to support my weight, I
immediately sank waist-deep into the snow. With a wrench, I freed my other boot – and began to
slide. Not an elegant toboggan, holding my skis, feet first – but the other way. I fell headfirst
down the slope. 

I landed at the bottom with a crunch and a deep thankfulness that I was wearing a helmet. My
friend found my skis and poles, dusted me down, and we skied the hidden valley. And thankfully,
they were right – it was lovely. 

Although marked on the maps of Val d'Isere's ski area as the Vallée Perdue, the Hidden Valley is
not an official piste – it’s hard to find, and it’s not officially graded, certainly not piste-bashed or
combed. But skiing that day, with the sun sparkling from the frosted trees, came as close to a
perfect run as I’ve had – and when I sat down to write my next novel, a locked room mystery set
in a ski resort, I knew that I wanted to return to that perfect, quiet valley hidden between the
rocky walls – albeit in a different, more nightmarish way. 

My last skiing holiday was back in February, when rumours of an odd flu over in Courchevel
were just starting to filter out among the skiers. A month later, Europe was in its own lockdown
nightmare. Next year? Who knows. This year, any skiing will probably be only in my
imagination. But I’ll be back. And the mountains will be waiting. 

One by One by Ruth Ware (Harvill Secker; £12.99). Available for £10.99 at
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books.telegraph.co.uk  (0844 871 1514).
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