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with his colourful style, funky ideas and origi-
nal expression. It may sound like a cliché, but 
Bruno Compagnet is a true mountain artist.

Compagnet, who was born in Saint-Lary 
in the Pyrenees, fell in love with Chamonix 
after visiting with his father. “What I saw was 
so emotional,” he says. “The mountains were 
so massive, so spectacular and beautiful. How 
had I missed something so stunning? I had to 
come back.”

When he was old enough he left his child-
hood mountains, travelling in an old van 
with two pairs of skis and little else, to start 
his new life in Chamonix. In the late ‘90s, 
he took part in one of France’s first freeride 
competitions, the Red Bull Snow Thrill. He 
won, and as a result, he was picked up by 
Salomon to ski for its pro team. It was there 
that Compagnet met his future friend for life 
and Black Crows co-founder Camille Jaccoux. 
Jaccoux, a part-time city slicker with an inter-
est in music and art, who just happens to be 
the stunt double for James Bond in Tomor-
row Never Dies, shared Compagnet’s vision 
for an out-of-the-ordinary ski brand capable 
of holding its own in the harsh environment 
of the French Alps. Old friends with a love for 

skiing, albeit slightly contrasting lifestyles, has 
proven to be a great success. Black Crows has 
quickly gained a reputation amongst core ski-
ers around the world as a modern brand with 
an old soul...fitting as I carry on about Bruno 
and the Chamonix experience.

I am a lucky human. A few days of skiing in 
Chamonix with Bruno Compagnet when the 
conditions are “on” is as good as it gets. After 
many well-spent years in Chamonix, Compag-
net not only knows his way around the moun-
tains, but he seems to know every local. He is 
a “badass” skier, but it is his humility and kind-
ness that have earned him the most respect 
amongst his peers. And with a warm twinkle 
in his eye, he shakes hands with most people 
down at the cable car station whilst we wait 
for the lift. He is friends with the guides, the 
ski bums, the extreme skiers, the freeriders, 
the stars and, last but not least, the lift em-
ployees. One friendly conversation later and 
we have our spots in the first cabin of the day. 
It is with a somewhat nervous anticipation that 
I ride the Aiguille du Midi cabin to 3,842 me-
tres above sea level. This mountain has noth-
ing to do with skiing groomers in a ski resort. 
Aiguille in French means needle, and that is 

bruno compagnet has true crow tat-
tooed across his eight knuckles. The 
Choucas bird is part of the crow family, a bird 
flying free high in the mountains.

We are warming up inside a tiny 10 square 
metre chalet in Le Lavancher in Chamonix, 
after a day on skis that will be long remem-
bered. Big, fat snowflakes are dumping out-
side the window as night falls. I don’t think 
I’ve ever seen as much snow coming down 
in such a short time. The small chalet stands 
like a fairy tale in the snowstorm. It’s a ma-
zot, a little wooden shed where sausages and 
hams were dried and stocked away from the 
animals in the old days, but today three peo-
ple are sharing the cozy space, drinking wine 
and listening to Pink Floyd. You can sense the 
vibe...a simple life.

This is Bruno Compagnet’s cabin. Af-
ter countless years on skis the soon-to-be 
50-year-old Pyrene is still one of the most 
motivated skiers in the world. Living for ski-
ing and skiing for living. Not for business, 
contracts, credit or attention, but because he 
loves being in the mountains more than any-
thing else. He is an unusual character in the 
ski world; discreet but still so brash and visible 

True Paradise

Dent du Géant as a backdrop never gets old.
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As a ski resort, Chamonix essentially 

consists of six different lift systems 

w h e r e  o n l y  t w o  o f  t h e m  a r e 

connected. It can be complicated 

to get the hang of what area to 

choose, but each resort in itself is 

worth the money, surrounded by the 

spectacular mountain views that 

are so distinctive for Chamonix. 

Beginners and intermediate skiers 

would prefer the “friendlier” runs at 

Le Tour - Vallorcine, that lies farthest 

in the valley, or Les Houches that is 

situated at the very beginning of the 

valley. Sun lovers choose the sunny 

south side skiing on the connected 

Brévent and La Flégère, with stunning 

views over the Mont Blanc and the 

impressive mountain range around 

the Aiguille du Midi.  Avid skiers 

flock to Argentière’s freeride haven, 

Les Grands Montets, or challenge 

themselves at the mecca for extreme 

skiing, the Aiguille du Midi.

Aiguille du Midi, magnificent and always alluring.

andrewbradley
Sticky Note
way too saturated...the blue. In fact all of the photos in this story appear over saturated
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exactly what it is. The old cabin drops us off 
on one of the Alps’ most spectacular needles, 
and once you step outside, you have to bal-
ance down the terrifying ridge that dips down 
into the abyss on both sides. Holding on tight 
to the ice axe is a reminder not to fall down to 
your left on the north side. You just can’t fall. 
You’d be down on the valley floor in Chamonix 
in no time. The heart rate is at an inferno level 
and concentration is at its fullest before you’re 
on safe ground to put your skis on and things 
calm down inside. Bruno and his girlfriend 
Layla Kerley seem totally unaffected. This is 
their daily life. Compagnet skis away towards 
Grand Envers du Plan, a steeper version of 
the mythical Vallée Blanche descent, one  of 
the world’s most reputed off-piste runs, with 
2,800 vertical metres of sheer beauty off the 
top of Aiguille du Midi all the way down to 
Chamonix. The exposure on the ridge to get 
to our steeper option is still serious. I choose 
to look to my right to avoid the dark precipice 
to my left. Ahead of us, 40 cm of perfect feath-
er light powder is waiting on a 40-45 degree 
steep face. It looks steep, but with the reign-
ing snow conditions it is a winner. The sun is 
shining, the sky is dark blue. The people and 
the stress to untracked powder are gone. The 
view over the jagged mountains is unbeatable. 
Bruno knows the descents like the back of his 
hand. He cruises down between gaping cre-
vasses. He stops, looks around and enjoys the 
views, the snow and most of all the company. 
He talks, tells us stories. He finds the angles 
for Mattias (photographer Fredriksson) and his 
camera. It is untracked and the snow quality 
can’t get much better than this. We only spot 
five or six other skiers. It is February in Cham-
onix and we are on one of the world’s most 
amazing ski mountains, enjoying one of our 
greatest ski experiences ever. “Chamonix has 
changed throughout the years,” says Compag-
net later on the train down from Montenvers 
to the valley. “There are more people going to 
extreme places without enough knowledge. I 
leave once in a while to seek a more relaxed 
attitude towards the mountains, but my heart 
still belongs to Chamonix. There are so many 
opportunities, and there is such a raw energy. 
You get humble in Chamonix.”

Ask most keen skiers their favourite place 
to carve up the powder and they’ll say Cham-
onix. This resort has been at the sharp end of 
alpine adventure since 1786 when Michel-Ga-
briel Paccard and Jacques Balmat completed 
the first ascent of Mont Blanc, the highest 
mountain in the Alps with its 4,810 metres. 
That feat kick-started mountaineering and 
the resort hosted the first Winter Olympics in 
1924, before establishing itself as the capital 
of alpine climbing and all-mountain skiing.

Aesthetics is an important part of Bruno’s 
life and he is very demanding of his own style 
when skiing. He believes in tight legs and one 
hundred percent control and power in every 
turn. His style of skiing looks like a mix of the 
eighties and modern freeriding. It’s pleasant 

Local knowledge goes along way
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Fly to Geneva and then count on a one 

and a half hour drive up to Chamonix. 

There are several transfer companies 

from the airport, but a rental car could 

be a smooth option ,as Chamonix and 

its six different ski resorts are well 

spread out. There is a local bus system 

that takes you to the different resorts.

Tranquillement is the M.O. in these parts.
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to the eye. Grace and elegance are words he 
likes to use, which is pretty unusual in the 
macho world of skiing. However, with his soft, 
catlike, but very technical style, he skis away 
from both you and me.

“I don’t want to ski an extreme line in hard 
packed conditions. I’m soon 50 and not in-
terested in that kind of risk. I want to ski big 
faces with really stylish, fast turns. I can work 
on my turns forever, I never get tired of it. It’s 
always as satisfying and for me it’s pure plea-
sure. It could fill up a whole lifetime.”

The Chamonix resident reads the moun-
tain as very few do. His line choice of the day 
is just as meticulously planned as any other 
professional mountain guide. Every day he is 
up at six, stretches for 15 minutes and then 
goes through all the weather sites and snow 
reports he can find. He checks what lifts are 
open, talks to his guide friends about where 
the best conditions could be, what the dan-

gers are and what difficulties needs to be 
taken into account. A green tea later he plans 
the day after what seems like the best option 
for the day. Bruno makes good decisions and 
knows what he is doing. Knowledge and the 
right conditions are crucial. He is up there in 
the mountains every day during the winter 
season, year after year. That sets a standard.

The second morning in Chamonix the sky is 
white with a light snowfall. Compagnet sends 
us a text message to meet at the bottom of the 
Grands Montets ski lifts. Layla Kerley and their 
housemate Thor Falkanger are there too. We 
go all the way up to the top. It is windy and the 
visibility is about zero. The experienced group 
of skiers discuss back and forth but finally de-
cide to go ski the reputed Rectiligne, a true 
classic couloir on Grands Montets.

An amazing line cut into high rock walls on 
the west side of the mountain, looking over 
the imposing north face of Les Drus, the cou-

loir is 350 metres long, running straight down 
to the Nant Blanc glacier.

It is snowing quite heavily now. The 40+ 
degree couloir is filled up with light, stable 
snow. We ski down one by one and stop at 
safe spots by the rock walls on the sides of 
the couloir as the wind swirls. The high rock 
walls clear our visibility. It feels like we are the 
only ones out there, adapting to the elements 
of nature. The experience is mind-blowing. 
When the storms roll in from the northwest 
it usually snows a lot in the Chamonix valley. 
That is when you need to do your homework, 
or hire a mountain guide to find the best and 
safest untracked snow and avoid the hordes 
of powder enthusiasts.

 Today happens to be Falkanger’s birthday, 
so we stop to celebrate with cold beers at the 
Montenvers station. He turns 22, but with his 
Scandinavian calm and amazing feeling for 
snow and skiing, he is one of Compagnet’s 
best ski buddies. Age is just a number, right?

 ”It annoys me when people ask – do you 
still ski?” comes the soon-to-be 50-year-old’s 
response. “I mean skiing is my life! With surf-
ing and other lifestyle sports, it’s totally ac-
cepted to dedicate your life to your passion. 
I don’t need much, just enough for a bit of 
travel and to ski.”

Freedom is an important word for the ded-
icated Frenchman. To travel, seek out the ad-
venture and have valuable encounters with 
other people.

 ”Freedom gives me a lot of happiness. 
When I start skiing for the winter I cannot think 
of or do anything else. But I love to share it 
with other people that appreciate it. For sure, 
skiing is an egoistic act. When you get older 
you keep on questioning that. It can seem self-
ish to spend your life on skis; it doesn’t really 
contribute to anything and you keep on ex-
posing yourself to risk. But still, if I can inspire 
others to some of the simple values I cherish, 
I might be contributing in some sort of way.”

Today, inspiration is total. After yet another 
ski line of perfection down the Rectiligne, it 
has started to snow heavily. It’s heavenly. We 
fill up our energy levels with a fantastic “croûte 
au fromage” at the bottom of the Grands 
Montets lifts. Obviously accompanied by a 
good glass of white wine... It’s dumping hard 
now. During our short lunch break the snow 
has built up at least 20 cm more. The lifts are 
closing at higher altitudes. One of the secret 
chutes from the mid-station to the valley will 
be the perfect ending of two unforgettable 
ski days. It is steep, narrow and almost waist-
deep. For real! We are laughing like kids whilst 
the snow is pounding down like never before 
and we get to share another ski run with one 
of the planet’s most passionate skiers.

“BRUNO KNOWS THE DESCENTS LIKE THE BACK OF HIS
HAND. HE CRUISES DOWN BETWEEN GAPING CREVASSES. 
HE STOPS, LOOKS AROUND AND ENJOYS THE VIEWS, 
THE SNOW AND MOST OF ALL THE COMPANY.”


