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...this was igoim_:| tobe a

true epic of singletrack
descending.
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the trailhead. A quick pesk out of the window
confirmed the weather we had been expeding
and so we had no excuses.

Arriving at the Col de I'lséran at $am after an
hiour-long uplift, we were greseted by wind and
low ternperatures as is almost always the case.
As aresult, the length of the pre-ride car-side
faff weas strictly limited and we got underway
before turning blue. From the Col, it's 2 950m
altitude drop to Val d'lsére and within the first
twio minutes | was reminded why we come
back vear in vear out to ride this bit of trail. 's
top quality, hardpack singletrack all the way;
the top half is a virtual rollercoaster, swesping
through mellow-graded open ground near
the Col; the bottom half is 2 much tighter and
twistier affair dropping through the wioods of Le
Fornet and Le Laisinant.

Cinby stopping briefly for a quick dose of
caffeine, we pedalledthrough Val d'lsére, down
to La Daille, and along through the tunnels
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to the 'Chalet du Lac' hetel. Here we would
start our first dimb of the day, 2 400m vertical
slog up a narrow tarmac lane into the Sassiere
nature reserve, The top of this climb would
rnark the start of the centrepiece of the ride, the
gradually descending high-level traverse down
the east side of the valley towards Sainte Fov.

After half-an-hour of moderate grafting
under some spedaadlar peaks such asthe
Alguille du Franchet we were a the top. |
consulted the 1:25000t0 brief myself vet again
on the thecretical ins and cuts of the miles of
singletrack that lay ahead. But thistime it was for
real - and we were just about to ride it all.

The High-Level Traverse

We left the lane on a narrow path cutting
gradually uphill across a grassy slope, quickly
reaching a derelict farmhouse at a small col. The
trail dropped us into a small secluded valley and
with that we were well and truly underway,

Straight away we were sent snaking down the
hillside, in amongst rocks, hopping the smaller
obstades and ducking and diving between the
bigger cnes.

The trail flattened slightly, skirting to the
right and back towards the main valley, and we
got a glimpse of the first exposedtrail feature
of the day. The ground to cur left dropped
away dramaticalty until we were riding along
the edge of 2 small diff, cne part of which was
a significantly overhanging ledge. Atthcugh
this was genuine two foot-wide singetrack,
the ledge itself wasn't suiddally narrow so we
could ride easily and enjoy the massive aerial
sensation. This was atruly defining 30 seconds
in my | 5 vears of mountain biking, We weren't
guite touching the void', but we were about
two feet away from it. We went back to ride
the sedion again and tock some obligatory

photographs.
After some 4km of fast and reasconably level




singletrack, we were presented with our first
proper views of the gladers dinging tothe
Déme de la Sache and the Mont Fourri massif.
We were now slap-bang inthe middle of High
Tarertaise country; two pecple, two bikes,
ncbody else for miles. Not only was | more
than happy with the quality of the riding sc far,
but the 'locking down on dreation’ view that the
trail's high posttion offered made me feel very
much at one with the summits all around. K was
time to get the Cancn out again.

Sensory Orverload

Futting the camera away | thought that
things couldn't get much better. However, as
we were & the top of cne of the day's longest
descents, | was about to be proved sericusly
wrong, We set off and were amodt immediately
inthe grips of cne of the most exdting sections
of singletrack |'ve ever ridden. Twisting and
turning, fagter, slower, faster, slower, down

through a wonderfully ecledtic wilderness of
scattered pines. With fleeting glimpses of the
surrounding near-4000m-high snowy peaks

- this was undiluted mountain biking heaven and
it seerned to go on foraver.

Dropping the bikes on the trailside & the
top of the next short, steep climb, we stopped
for ancther drink and breather but were eager
to quickhy get going again in the knowledge that
vet ancther long descent lay ahead of us. This
started out wider than anything we had seen so
far cnthe route. With its dirt-pack surface and
the dry conditions, this resulted in some very
fagt and swoopy riding that had us whooping,
hellering and generally disturbing the peace
all the way down to the ruing of the Nazonde
harnlet.

From here, the trail, a first only a barely
detectable line through the meadow, dropped
into some dassic Tarentaise Valley forest and
a fartagtic mix of fast and technical trail riding,

The Lac de Chevril s a fully artifical lale engulfing
the ancient High-Tarentaise farming vilage of Tignes.
Lirttil the: early 19505, this site was a wide and
relatively flat area of extremely fertile land,
supporting a successful farming aommunity, which
had existed since the |3th certury (the locals were
also known to run a profitable sideline in smuggling
go0ds to and from nearby ltaly over the numemous
high-mourtain passes).

The first rurnours that a dam was to be built in the
valley began drculating in 1928, Following the death
of the town priest, who was the only eduzted
person able to put up a asherert argumert against
the forces of the government, in the Second

Twisting and turning,
faster, slower,

faster, slower, down
through a wonderfull
eclectic wilderness o
scattered pines.

s -

World Var, the Barrage de Tignes was completed
in 1952, Afive-year struggle, which saw rmilitary
action being brought to bear on locak for disrupting
building worls in & 'resistance’ style moverment,
@rme to an end,

The Lac de Chevril at one time produced 0%
of France's energy in a clean way. This benefit was
tairted in some people's opinion by the stores
of brutal destruction of a vilage and its peoples’
livelihoods,

The modern Village of Tignes sits just to the
left-hand side (facing downstream) of the dam, with
the purpose buitt Tignes ski resort complexes sitting
in a tributary valley further up the hill to the west,
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strongy reminiscent of Les Arcs. All of which
was lapped up with gusto by ry trusty Dialled
Prince Albert.

Forests of the Shadow

After anincredibly scenic lunch at Le Monal
ithe Tarenentaise Valley's most intensely
protected ancient settlernent), an easy going flat
pedal along farm-track and firercad followed by
a 'short’ downhill singletrack gtint, 2km in length,
plonked us inthe booming ski resort area of
Sainte Foy. This marked the start of cur final
significant climb cof the day and twenty minutes
later we were back up at | 900m.

Anyone who has ridden 'Double Header' or
‘The Silver Darling’ in Les Arcs will be familiar
with the kind of riding that was coming up next.
We were into a sedion of forest on a steep
and directly north facing mountainside. As we
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descended, the remarkable similarities with this
trail became more and more apparent. Not
only was it damp and significantly cocler than
elsewhera on the route (despite a dry preceding
week and a gloricus day out inthe open), but
the profoundly green surroundings and mossy
terrain features also bore a griking resemblance
o those found on that dassic Les Arcs trail.

The combination of slippery rocts and rocks
and some mild fatigue made this by far the
didiest descent of the day, with cne or two near
spills.

Until the next time

Onee out of the forest and under the late
afterncon sun, the trail down to the villages of
Le Mircir and La Masure became considerably
easier. It curved arcund onto a southern aspect
and allowed us to savour a few last rays before

The combination of
slippery roots and rocks
and some mild fatigue
made this by far the
diciest descent of the

day, with one or two near
spills.

starting the final 2.5 kilometres of singletrack
descert into Yiclaire. This would be followed
only by a short pedal alongthe base of the
Malgovert forest into Bourg St. Maurice,

Two hours later at 7:45pm, | was badk & the
top ofthe lséran retrisving the car and trvingto
take in everything we had done and seen over
the past |2 hours. Interms of quality, quantity
and variety this had been the best of all the cne-
day mountain biking escapades |'ve experienced.

As the longer nights draw in and the
snowline drops slightly with every bout of
precipitation, I'm just waiting for the next
opportunity to ride the truly stunning High-
Tarertaise. YWhat | look forward to, as much
as anything else, isthat everytime | ride this
next vear, most of the group I'm with will be
experiendng this 60 kilometre-long masterpiece
for the very first time. )



