


Travelling with teenagers is always a 
challenge, particularly if you go to a 
hotel, where chances are they’ll stay up 
until stupid o’clock on their electronic 
devices or wreck their room if you are 
really unlucky. For these reasons, we 
chose to stay in a serviced apartment 
where we could keep an eye on them. 

Four star rated Chalets Elena in nearby Les 
Houches was the obvious choice. They are 
a family oriented resort in the heart of the 
Chamonix valley, just an hour from Geneva 
airport, with the charm of a typical moun-
tain village and the facilities of a family 
resort at the foot of Mont-Blanc. Well, I also 
picked it because I had a look online at the 
spa and it seemed exactly what I needed 
to recover from three gruelling months of 
work back in London.

Chalets Elena enjoy very easy access to the 
Bellevue ski chair and are very close to the 
shops and amenities of the village, including 
a ski equipment shop, literally one minute 
from their front door. When we arrived to 
check-in, I was surprised by the decoration 
and quality of the place. Simple and elegant, 
with an abundance of natural materials and 
neutral colours, it made me feel welcome 
and chilled the moment I crossed the thresh-
old. The staff were really nice and attentive, 
led by young manager Corentin Leroy, who 
helped us with everything and anything that 
we asked him. 

The building has different size apartments, 
from one to four bedrooms. Ours was a 

two-bedroom with spectacular views of the 
mountains. The chalets were built quite 
recently by MGM, a well-known French 
property developer specialised in high-end 
lease-back vacation properties in the 
Haute-Savoie region. Everything was new 
and pristine, and the kitchen fully equipped 
with vitroceramic hobs, multifunction oven, 
dishwasher, fridge-freezer, Nespresso 
coffee-maker, kettle, toaster, electric citrus 
press and my favourite, a wine cooler.  They 
even supply you with a new cleaning-kit, 
as the kitchenette is not included in the 
cleaning service. 

The rooms are modern with very comfort-
able beds, top-notch bed linen and plenty 
of room for luggage. The master bedroom 
in our apartment had an en-suite rainforest 
shower room and the boys had their 
bathroom just across the corridor. Towels, 
bathrobes and slippers were all there. 

It is worth mentioning that they supply high 
quality toiletries (by Pure Altitude). I don’t 
know you, but I hate to travel with all the 
“bottle-business” as my dad used to call it. 

The living room has a good-size dining 
table, a double sofa-bed, a couple of stools 
and to the delight of my teenage boys, a 
large flat screen TV; so minutes after we 
arrived, they were splashed on the sofa with 
the TV on and their faces glued to their 
phones. I don’t get it, do you?

Each apartment has a ski-locker with very welcome 
glove warmers if you come during the ski season. 

I had booked in advance a relaxation mas-
sage at the Spa Montagnes du Monde, so 
I left everyone to their own devices to put 
myself in the hands of the beauty therapist. 
The treatment I chose specifically  targeted 
the back, trapezoid muscles, scalp and face, 
which helped me release a lot of tension. 
It finished with a hot towel applied on 
the back and neck, something that I have 
started to do myself at home ever since it is 
very relaxing. 

By the time I got back the boys were quite 
hungry so we walked a couple of minutes 
up the road to The Wine Factory and 
decided to go no further. Their selection 
is quite impressive (close to 100 wines), 
with special attention to organic wines 
and beers. The food is easy but delicious. 
My husband and I had their famous pea 
soup with croutons and the boys tried the 
Caprese and Caesar salads (yes, I was as 
surprised as you are) followed by a cheese 
& charcuterie board from the Savoy region 
and another one from Italy. 

I am not sure how they still had any space 
left but the boys managed to also polish 
a chocolate mousse and a tiramisu. We 
liked the wines so much that we bought for 
ourselves a case of Helius Petri (appellation 
Pays d’Oc), a rich and intense red with hints 
of black fruit; and a case of Mondeuse 
Tithonien, made with Mondeuse grape (the 
ancestor of the Syrah grape) and produced 
by the Tiollier family, who have been mak-
ing wine since 1840 and are now devoted 
to organic, HVE certified wines.  

Chamonix en famille
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After a blissful night of sleep, we arose 
early to take the cable car up to the Aiguille 
du Midi, located south-east of Chamonix. 
It is named like that because when viewed 
from the front of the church it indicates 
noon when the sun passes over its summit.

The climb to the top is a two-stage journey. 
The first leg brings visitors to the Plan 
de l’Aiguille (2,317m). The second stage 
traverses Les Pelerins glacier before rising 
up the North Face of the Aiguille du Midi at 
the top station (3,778m). A footbridge con-
nects it with the Central Piton terrace. An 
elevator inside the rock takes visitors up the 
final 42m to the top terrace at an altitude of 
3,842m. The view is, as one would expect, 
absolutely breathtaking. It is the perfect 
place to realise how insignificant we are 
and be humbled by the majesty of nature. 

We spotted some climbers on their way 
up to the summit of Mont Blanc (4,810m). 
We are not that brave or skilled so instead, 
we went back to the Plan d’Aiguille and 
from there we walked to the Montenvers 
Train Station and Mer de Glace, the largest 

glacier in France, 7km long and 200m 
deep.  Glaciers are excellent climate 
indicators and the memory of the planet 
and life on Earth.

We were all mesmerised by the raw 
beauty in front of us, the brutal, 
uncompromising way in which water and 
ice have sculpted the landscape over 
millions of years. Every year, an ice grotto 
is cut into the living glacier for visitors to 
explore the caves under it.  The glacier 
moves about 70m every year so one could 
say all visitors get their own unique and 
unrepeatable experience.

Back at Chalets Elena, we went for a swim 
in their huge pool, which was surprisingly 
empty. We had a blast, actually being 
quite silly, chasing each other in the 
water. We didn’t have to worry about little 
children as there is a small pool for them 
just next to the main one. 

After a while, we left the boys in the pool 
and my husband and I went to enjoy 
the wellness area. We had a soak in the 

Travel  81•      

Chamonix is considered the most glamorous village in the French Alps. Photo by Morgane Raylat.

Jacuzzi before going into the sauna to 
soothe our muscles after so much walking 
and detox our skin a little bit. Feeling 
invincible I jumped into the Nordic bath… 
with the water at a teeth-chattering four 
degrees! This brutal Finnish tradition is 
supposed to reactive blood and lymphatic 
circulation. 

Stepping into the steam of the hammam 
felt like heaven. The heat helps your skin’s 
pores dilate and release built-up toxins so it 
is also good for you. When we come out of 
we took a cool shower to tighten our skin’s 
pores. After the Nordic bath, this one was 
easy peasy.

To finish our restorative treatment, my 
husband and I enjoyed a lovely glass of 
wine in the balcony, watching the setting 
sun reflecting in the still snowed peaks of 
the mountains. Too lazy to take the car 
out of the underground parking, we took 
the shuttle to Chamonix to go for dinner. 
Corantin had given us guest cards that 
allowed us to travel for free in the area. We 
went to a popular restaurant full of locals, 

seasonal residents and some tourists like 
us. The food was very French, so not too 
good for the waistline but utterly delicious. 
A bottle of Pouilly Fumé helped it all go 
down beautifully. 

After such a day, not even the boys had the 
energy to stay up late. They had both fallen 
asleep a few minutes after we got back to 
the apartment. 

We would have loved to go paragliding but 
unfortunately the weather conditions were 
not right so we were advised to leave it 
for another time. Instead, we hired electric 
bikes for just €10 for 24 hours! The local 
tourist office suggested a few different 
itineraries and we chose one that started in 
the valley and finished in the mountain pass 
of Col des Montets, a 30km journey that 
looked pretty easy on the map but turned 
out to be trickier than expected. 

We stopped for coffee at Servoz and from 
there we had to take a bumpy road up to 
Vaudagne as cyclists are not allowed on 
the main dual carriageway. As if the bumps 

Views of the Valley of Chamonix in early spring ©Célia Margérard



Spectacular view from our living room at Chalets Elena.

were not bad enough (I could have sold 
my children for a pair of cycling culottes) 
the 300m climb is not for the faint-hearted. 
However, we had a trick up our sleeve, 
the little motor in the electric bikes. This 
makes all the difference because even 
amateur cyclists like me can get absolutely 
anywhere. 

I don’t recommend you use it all the time, 
if only because you may run out of battery 
but also, it feels great to exercise outdoors 
and there is nothing like the feeling of 
satisfaction derived from a bit of physical 
strain. In my view the motor is only for when 
you can’t keep pedalling.

Cycling back down was a walk in the clouds. 
We stopped at Les Houches for a beer in 
the sun before taking the road to Taconnaz, 
where we had been told to find the voie 
verte, which is closed to motor traffic 
and took us to Les Gaillands. We briefly 
stopped in Chamonix to get some water 
and snacks ahead of the 10km climb from 
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Les Praz to Col des Montets. Unfortunately 
these electric bikes are not designed for 
off-road trails so we had to stick to the 
road, which on a spring weekend is teaming 
with cars. 

It was all worth it because the views from 
the pass are particularly arresting in the 
spring, the voluptuous landscape bursting 
with life, wild flowers everywhere, birds, 
butterflies… I think we all felt a bit closer to 
God there. The descent back to Chamonix 
was exhilarating and although we decided 
not to go flat out, other cyclists that 
overtook us must have been making no less 
than 65km/h, or so I was told. 

It was with great sadness that we left Les 
Houches and we all agreed that we’d be 
back in autumn and for a bit of skiing next 
season. I think I understand why the lease-
back proposition works here.  If you have 
kids, you may want to have a regular place 
to go on holidays that works in all seasons. 
Les Houches is perfect for this purpose 

and the option of an apartment like those 
Chalets Elena offer is very tempting. 
Maintained and managed by MGM, owners 
don’t really have to worry about much. They 
even find you tenants for when you are not 
using your apartment. Owners can enjoy 
their property for up to two weeks in high 
season and four extra weeks any other time 
of the year.  Prices at Chalets Elena start at 
€300,000 (+ VAT) to purchase a 2 bedroom 
apartment that sleeps six people, including 
underground parking, storage unit and ski 
locker. If you are thinking of testing them 
for a week, prices for such an apartment 
start at just €1,250. 

www.chamonix.com 
www.mgm-hotels-residences.com/en 
www.thewinefactory.fr
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