GODDARD SKI CLUB trip to CHAMONIX and ANNECY, FRANCE
      Friday, March 15 to Sunday, March 24, 2013
Report by Harvey Walden, Trip Leader

     Friday afternoon, March 15, a group of 17 Goddard Ski Club members, later to be joined by another already in France, departed Washington Dulles International Airport on a non-stop United Airlines flight to Geneva, Switzerland.   Upon arrival early Saturday morning, we discovered that our assistant leader Tom’s ski bag had not arrived with us.  This required filing claims forms at the Geneva airport (the bag showed up late the next day) before we could depart by chartered bus for the approximately 90-minute ride to Chamonix across the French-Swiss border high in the Alps. We arrived late morning local time and checked into the three-star venerable Hotel Croix Blanche in the town center convenient to all shops and restaurants.  We had lunch while awaiting preparation of our rooms, and several of us arranged rental equipment at nearby ski shops.   Some of us wandered through the nearby Saturday open-air market, with displays of all sorts of bric-a-brac, souvenirs, and clothing, as well as fresh foods of all sorts, especially cheeses, fruits, vegetables, and seafood.  At 6 p.m., we had an orientation meeting at our hotel with two Chamonix guides to discuss ski options, especially the possibility of skiing the Vallee Blanche glacier with a guide.   As it later turned out, this was not to be, due to weather and scheduling difficulties.   Despite jet lag on our arrival day, we explored Chamonix and enjoyed dinner in various small groups.

     The next six days, Sunday through Friday, we had delicious buffet breakfasts at our hotel each morning and then split into skiing and touring groups.   We skied at the Brevent-Flegere area by walking to the link to the cable car near the church adjacent to our hotel.  Other days we skied the Grands Montets (at 2765 meters altitude) and Les Houches areas, which were accessible by cable cars and trams leaving from Argentiere, and Prarion or Bellevue, respectively.  These towns in the Chamonix valley were a short and free bus ride away.  Yet another ski venue was reached by riding the local bus to Le Tour at the far end of the valley near the Swiss border and then skiing at the domaine de Balme.  All areas had fine snow cover on the trails and off-piste areas, which was supplemented by fairly heavy powder of 25 cm or more both Monday and Tuesday.  At these times, visibility was severely limited on the mountain by heavy fog or white-out conditions, but only once did this last more than a couple of hours.  Later in the week, we were favored by mild and sunny weather on the mountain affording the possibility of sun tans.
     Meanwhile, some tourists in our group rode the telepheriques (cable cars) directly from town to the Aiguille du Midi for the fabulous views of Mont Blanc, the highest mountain in Europe.  The first cable car went to the Plan de l’Aiguille at 2317 m altitude, and the follow-on cable car to 3842 m, where one could see the Courmayeur ski area in Italy accessible via the Mont-Blanc tunnel.  Some extreme skiers with backpacks of mountaineering equipment were encountered at these high-altitude off-piste venues.  Another day, some of our non-skiers took a 45-minute train ride to explore St.-Gervais-Les-Bains.  On yet another day, a group went by bus and train to Aosta in Italy to observe the Roman ruins there.  Still others spent a day touring Lausanne on the north shore of Lake Geneva, or Lac Leman, as it is known locally.  Some visited a nearby attraction, the Alpine museum in Chamonix.  A more active option that three in our group attempted was cross-country skiing, using Nordic rental equipment available in the local ski shop.  A system of well-marked trails ran along the l’Arve river from Chamonix, and there was also a more challenging set of trails further up the valley in Argentiere.   Other non-skiers hiked the trails in the woods along the river north of town.  Days in Chamonix were mild with warm temperatures and clear, sunny skies. 
     We had dinners in small groups at various restaurants in Chamonix, some of which were recommended by our hotel staff.   Favorites were Le Monchu for fondue and Le Boccalatte for trout, and L’Imprevu and Le Carlina.   One evening a member of our group sampled raclette, a Savoyarde specialty of cheese melted over an intricate cooking device mounted on the dinner table.  In the evenings, we often strolled along the Rue de Docteur Paccard, a pedestrian-only shopping street in Chamonix, which featured high-end shops offering luxurious merchandise in the windows to whet our ideas for possible souvenirs.

       Saturday morning, we had breakfast and then checked out of the Croix Blanche and took a pre-arranged chartered bus at 10 a.m. to the picturesque canal town of Annecy, sometimes called the Venice of the Alps.  We checked into the three-star Best Western Hotel International in Annecy and then had lunch and toured Annecy by foot.  We strolled around the old city, the canals, and the lakefront along Lake Annecy.  Some visited the museum Chateau d’Annecy dating from the 14th century with its extensive and diverse galleries of traditional regional art, furniture, and even contemporary art and animation films.  We encountered a parade through the city center by costumed and face-painted impersonators that concluded with onlookers voting by raucous applause for their favorite participants.  We enjoyed dinner in Annecy’s old city in small groups.  After an early Sunday breakfast buffet in the hotel dining room, we departed at 8 a.m. by chartered bus for the Geneva airport, only about 45 minutes distant across the Swiss border. Our United non-stop flight to Washington Dulles returned us home in mid-afternoon and capped a wonderful trip to the French Alps that was enjoyed by all. 
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Gondola lifts and ski lodge at Domaine de Balme
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Costumed participant in the parade and street fair in Annecy
