Val d’Aran, SPAIN
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By Itxaso Zuniga

Freelance Photographer

escending snowy

slopes surrounded

by blue skies and

breathtaking views

of the Val d'Aran
mountains must be among the best
experiences to be had at Spain’s
Baqueira Beret ski resort. On the
January morning | skied there this
year, the weather and snow con-
ditions were perfect.

High in the Pyrenees mountains,
Val d’Aran is an administrative
entity in the northwestern part of
Catalonia in Spain, bordering with

France to the north. Its moun-
tainous terrain is popular in
summer for trekking and famed in
winter as a paradise for skiers and
winter sports lovers.

With more than 165 kilometers
of ski runs, Baqueira Beret is
considered by many to be Spain’s
top ski resort. After warming up
on some easy slopes, I headed to
one of the highest peaks in
Baqueira at 2,500 meters, where |
could see all the mountains
spreading to Argulls and beyond.
After that, I traveled to the next
valley in Orri, where 1 con-
templated the forest landscape
near Escornacrabes.
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Back in Baqueira, | met Nuria
Bisbal Carner, a fashion designer
who said she had often come to
Baqueira Beret over the past 38
years. She was having a great day
of “freeride” skiing. “Today the
snow was spectacular, The best
conditions you could ask for,” she
said. “But the best thing was seeing
my daughter skiing alone for the
first time, her happy face said it
all.”

Certainly, Val d’Aran is perfect
for freeride skiing, a sport
practiced in natural off-piste
terrain boasting deep powder snow
and steep descents. And, for expert
skiers, one of the best options is to

join a heli-ski tour that takes you
to a peak so you can freeride from
there.

R sEEENORR

The next morning, | went to
Banhs de Tredos hot springs at the
entrance of Aiguestortes National
Park. At an altitude of 1,750
meters, this is the highest thermal
spa resort in Europe. To reach this
remote location, we had to ride
snowmobiles, an adventure of
great fun amid the Aiguamog
valley’s astonishing surroundings.

With no internet or TV
connections, at least not until
recently, the Tredos hot springs
were called the best place in Val
d’Aran to disconnect from the
world. The sulfurous waters come
from the Maladeta fault and
emerge at 33 degrees Celsius. “But
the water we are enjoying today
comes from rainwater that fell
4,000 years ago,” said Luis Luengo
Pedrosa, 50, director at Banhs de
Tredos for the past 22 years,

The Finnish sauna was relaxing,
and from the window, I could see
snow and icicles hanging outside. |
didn’t want to move from the
warmth, but it was time to venture
out and take a snow bath, as
Luengo recommended, and then
jump into a warm hydromassage
pool.

I could have stayed at Banhs de
Tredos all day, but lunch beckoned
in Escunhau village at the Casa

Turnay restaurant, which features
authentic traditional Aranese
cuisine. Montse Sola Castel, who
has operated the business since
2004, learned all her cooking
techniques from her mother.

As a starter | had olha aranesa, a
typical Val d"Aran soup that came
in a terracotta pot. Originally it
was a winter dish making use of
leftovers, but nowadays, we can
find many versions with meats,
vegetables, chickpeas, noodles and
rice. The ingredients were tender

-

and flavorful, and I could tell it
had been simmered for a long
time. “That’s the secret my mother
told me: cook it a long time and
don’t rush,” Sola told us. Next
came stuffed cabbage, another
traditional dish, filled with minced
beef and pork and topped with a
delicious sauce as tasty as the
stuffing itself.

Like Sola from Casa Turnay, two
artists — woodworker Ainelda
Clapers from Art Faig and weaver
and dyer Anna Sadurni from
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Lanaranesa — are trying to keep
Aran traditions alive. At Clapers’
Art Faig studio in Vielha, the artist
was busy preparing wooden toys
to be delivered. She specializes in
designing and building wooden
toys, a tradition she started when
her child was born, with the idea
of reducing the use of plastic and
stimulating imagination. At her
textile studio, Sadurni hand dyes
yarns spun from typical Aranese
sheep, using only organic, natural
dyes, and also weaves and sells
tapestry pieces.

As | drove back to Vielha, the
snowcapped mountains turned a
rosy pink with the sunset. It was so
moving, I had to stop the car and
try to capture the moment with
my eyes. These few intense days in
this winter wonderland were
nirvana for snow lovers like me.
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