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SPLASHING OUT LUXURY
ON THE
SLOPES

Tam Leach gets down to her bare essentials for a dip in the freezing waters of the Baltic Sea

Despite a life-long aversion to skiing, 
Caroline Phillips is won over by the 
child-friendly, relaxed resort of Sainte Foy

I
am stark naked. On the
edge of a northern sea.
In the depths of winter.
It is, unsurprisingly,
freezing. The body of
water beside which I am

shivering and goose pimpled
is the Baltic. Or at least it’s
where the Baltic ends and
merges with the North Sea,
on that stretch of grey, flat
water bisecting the coasts of
Denmark and Sweden: the
Oresund. To the north, on the
opposite shore, are the bat-
tlements of Elsinore, where
Hamlet fought with insanity.
Here in Malmö , in the south
of Sweden, I’m beginning to
doubt my own state of mind.
What was it about going
swimming at this time of
year that seemed like a good
idea? And in chilly Scandi-
navia, at that?

I sometimes walk past fa-
mous winter-swimming spots
at home in London. The
ponds on Hampstead Heath,
say, patronised year-round
by swimmers made of stern-
er stuff than I. The posted
signs at these places are clear
about the dangers of enter-
ing cold water. Don’t even
think about swimming in the
winter, warn the signs, unless
you’ve been entering the
water regularly since tem-
peratures were balmy. Warm
up to it, in other words.

The official Cold Water
Swimming guidelines issued
by the Amateur Swimming
Association go further. Swim-
mers wishing to brave win-
ter waters should first receive
a medical examination and
then acclimatise as men-
tioned. Those who don’t, and
then submerge themselves
in temperatures below 12C,
are susceptible to “NUMB
FREEZING COLD INJURY,
HYPOTHERMIA, and
SUDDEN IMMERSION
SYNDROME”. (The risks are
capitalised and in bold, just
in case there is any doubt.)

The last time I went for a
dip outdoors was in Britain
last July. But I’m in Malmo
now, and my host wants to go
to the Kallbadhus. These
“cold bath houses” are a Scan-
dinavian tradition and
Malmo’s Ribersborg beach
boasts one of the region’s
finest. Dating back to 1898,
its painted timbers stand
proud and anachronistic
against a backdrop of the
Turning Torso, which juts up

from the neighbouring head-
land. Completed in 2005, the
twisted skyscraper is the cen-
trepiece of Malmo’s sparkling
new Vastra Hamnen (West-
ern Harbour) district, a de-
velopment of airy, ecological-
ly sound apartments and wa-
terside cafés built over the
city’s redundant shipyards.

But out by the Kallbadhus
is parkland and dusky calm.
The bathing house sits off-
shore. We walk out across the
Oresund, and down a wooden
pier to where Christmas stars
glow invitingly in the windows.
The doors from the pier swing
open to the scent of coffee and
kanelbullar, (cinnamon buns),
to glögg and ginger snaps. 

The Scandinavian concept
of cosiness has long been the
key to surviving bleak, dark
winters, and the inviting lit-
tle café in the Kallbadhus epit-
omises this ideal.

A glass of glögg will be my
reward, should I survive. I
check the noticeboard by the

ticket window. Water temper-
ature: 4C. That’s 8C lower
than in those risk advisories,
for those with short memo-
ries. Beyond reception, the
sexes split. We step through
our nondescript door into a
scene from a ghost story.
Weatherbeaten decking and
rows of empty wooden chang-
ing rooms frame a sheltered
lagoon of seawater. Beyond
the lagoon, to the north, the
Kallbadhus is open to the el-
ements; steps lead down over
rocks into the wide expanse
of the Oresund.

I shiver in my coat. First, to
the sauna. This, I hope, will be
my immunisation against
months of non-preparation.
An integral part of the Kall-
badhus experience, the saunas
at Ribersborg are a cut above
the average sweat-box. Large
picture windows face out to
sea, providing a much more
calming view than the blasé
nudity of the Swedes. Naked-
ness is not enforced but is

expected; five minutes in and
sitting around starkers seems
almost comfortable. 

Fifteen minutes of heat and
it’s time. Warmed to the core
but still not convinced, I step
outside, gingerly, keeping hold
of the banister. The impetus
to submerge comes when I
glance to the left, and realise
that the steps from the men’s
side of the bathing house are
within view. Quite detailed
view, in fact. I’m naked, the

old Swedish bloke over there
is naked, and suddenly the
water looks far more inviting. 

I wouldn’t say that I swim,
exactly. I keep hold of the ban-
ister, gasp audibly, and retreat
as fast as my numb stumps of
legs will carry me. The next
time I go in, I curse my poor
body for forgetting, in the shock
of the cold, to let go of the rail.
But the third and last time, in-
vigorated and alive, I manage
actually, properly to swim. Only

in a very short circle, and only
for a minute or so at most. But
it’s enough. Not only for the
blood in my extremities to re-
treat and then gush back,
bringing with it all the bene-
fits to the immune and mus-
cular system that a plunge in
cold water has been shown to
provide. But also enough to
consider that winter swim-
ming might just be worth the
acclimatisation. I just wish that
we had a sauna back home.
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I
ski appallingly: bottom
out, terror in my heart.
Indeed, I dislike heights,
hate the cold and consid-
er sliding down a moun-
tain with plastic strapped

to my feet the quickest route
to oblivion. By way of contrast,
my husband loves speeding off
piste, usually with our 11- and
13 year-old daughters overtak-
ing him faster than an ava-
lanche. But I’m happy, in the
name of family togetherness,
to hit the slopes every year. And
so we found ourselves in Sainte
Foy in the French Alps, our
own little ski-resort secret

Created in 1990 in tradition-
al Savoyard village style, it’s a
tiny seven-lift resort which has
long been the preserve of savvy
off-piste guides from nearby
Val d’Isere and Les Arcs. In-
deed it was virtually unknown
until a newspaper listed it as
the planet’s top skiing spot. 

We travelled with Venture
Ski, a UK company offering
bespoke luxury at credit
crunch prices. Our excite-
ment reached Mont Blanc
heights as we arrived in the
Isère valley to the best snow
in 10 years, stupendous
scenery and quaint chalets –
Sainte Foy is arguably the
Savoie’s most picturesque,
peaceful village.

Scrutinising a Plan des
Pistes (the closest I’ll ever get
to a black run), I discovered
plenty of mountain for our
money: three blacks, eight
reds, four blues and one green.

We got kitted up at ZigZa-
gs ski shop, where Alyette,
the helpful owner, instantly
produced boots and skis for
us. She was just as accommo-
dating when I returned for
the sixth time to change my
uncomfortable boots. Maybe,
aged 49, my feet are growing.

The next day, our children
sped off to the nearby chairlift
faster than melting snow (of
which there was none). Nan-
nies will drop off children with
their English-speaking instruc-
tors at the excellent Ecole du
Ski Francais. Otherwise the
smallest tots play cheerfully in
the chalet’s well-equipped
creche, entertained by its nan-
nies who also take them swim-
ming, tobogganing, mountain
walking, as well as overseeing
high tea. It’s childcare that’s
brilliant enough to make me
want to get pregnant again.

Instead, showing immense
bravery, I hit the lower slopes
while my children became
speed-freaks at altitude.
There are no lift queues in
Sainte Foy, just beautiful,
empty pistes, talcum-powder
snow and great instructors.
I surprised myself by loving
it. Afterwards, amazingly, we

discovered that Venture Ski
had created dining tables and
seating from snow. Here we
had a charming picnic of vin
chaude, saucisson and local
cheeses, while watching peo-
ple slaloming down the pistes. 

Back at our homely chalet
(17 guests, no door locks, open
fires and antique armoires)
we relaxed in the swimming
pool and the Jacuzzi, which
overlooked snow-capped
mountains. Then I thumbed
through the guest book, which
extols its faultless service and
great food. “The best of 19 ski-
ing holidays we’ve had,”
glowed one entry. 

Every morning there was
a huge English breakfast,
then after the slopes we’d
have home-made tea and
cakes, followed by a three
course-dinner that started
with canapés and ended with
Trivial Pursuit. 

When we weren’t skiing or
eating, there was sledding,
snowshoeing, snowboarding
and helicopter trips on offer.
We snow-biked down the nurs-
ery slope, then walked back to
the chalet off piste, sinking to
our knees in snow then rolling
down the silent mountain un-
derneath clear skies with
bright stars, the valley lights
twinkling below. On another
day we snowshoed with Bruno,
a delightful guide who was pas-
sionate about animals and na-
ture. We ploughed through
powdery, untouched snow,
alongside tinkling streams and
through forest that offered no
proof of any other life apart
from the occasional roe deer
or white hare’s tracks.

By the week’s end, I’d fallen
in love with the freedom of the
mountains. I’ll never be an en-
thusiastic skier… but we’re
going back again in February.

Getting there
easyJet flies to Copenhagen
from both Stansted and
Gatwick (easyjet.com). 
High-speed trains connect
Malmö to Copenhagen 
airport in 20 minutes 
(00 46 771 77 77 77; 
skanetrafiken.se) 
and cost just under £10. 

Swimming there
The Ribersborgs Kallbadhus
(00 46 40 26 03 66; 
ribban.com) is usually 
closed only on Christmas 
Eve and New Year’s Day –
although renovations are 
taking place this January
through to late spring. During
this period, winter swimmers

can use the Ribersborg
Handikappbad, just up the
beach. Hours are 10am-4pm
Mon, Weds and Fri, 10am-
7pm Tues and Thurs, and
9am-4pm at the weekends.  

Further information
Malmo Tourism (00 46 
40 34 12 00; malmo.se)
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Venture Ski (0870 242
4881; (ventureski.co.uk)
offers luxury catered chalets
from £660 per person per
week (25 per cent discount
for under-13s, under-twos
free) with food, wine, spa and
ski hosting included. Airport
transfers £75 per person, ski
passes £164 per adult for six
days including insurance.
Crèche £275 per child/week. 
Ecole du Ski Francais (00 33
4 79 06 96 76; esf-sainte-
foy.com). From €¤35 (£29)
for a one-hour private lesson.
Snowshoeing costs €¤19
(£16) for half a day. Contact
Bruno 00 34 6 72 91 4498;
lesrandos2bruno@wanadoo.fr

Nursery slopes: English-speaking instructors are on hand to entertain the children  


