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Meet the pisteur and maître chien from Tignes –  
and his avalanche rescue partner, Cook the golden retriever

Hugues Vermont 
& Cook 

IfIrst realIsed I wanted to be a 
pisteur when I was young. I was born in 
Tours, far from the Alps, and when I was 
growing up we came to stay with family 
in the Maurienne Valley. I thought it’d be 

brilliant to work outside, in the mountains, with 
snow and skiing. In 1995, I found a job as a 
pisteur in the Maurienne, at the resorts of Le 
Corbier and La Toussuire. One spring, when the 
snow had melted there, and the slopes had closed 
early, I came to Tignes to work as a replacement 
at the end of the season. The following winter I 
got a permanent job working as a pisteur and 
maître chien (dog trainter) in Tignes.

My day usually starts at 6.30am, when I travel 
up the valley from Bourg St Maurice, where I live 
with my family – we have two daughters, aged 11 
and four. Quite a few of the pisteurs live in Bourg, 

or nearby in Sainte Foy, so some of us lift-share, 
and we arrive at the pisteurs’ ‘Centrale’, in Tignes 
Le Lac, at 8am. 

We have four massifs at Tignes – Grande Motte, 
Aiguille Percée, Tovière and Le Palet. Usually I’m 
based in the Aiguille Percée section. 

If it’s snowed, we’re up an hour earlier to do the 
dynamiting. There are 55 of us in total, and 36 of 
us are up each day over all four sections – with 
eight on the Aiguille Percée massif. We go in 
pairs along the ridges to blast some of the 
‘cheminements’ – the hundreds of places where 
we know avalanches can happen – and throw 
explosive charges onto the slope. We call this 
PIDA (Plan d’Intervention de Déclenchement des 
Avalanches). Sometimes we have a PIDA day 
when less than 30cm has fallen; say, if there has 
been 20cm, plus wind throughout the night. 

Usually on a PIDA day we open the resort 
section by section as we finish dynamiting; the 
lower slopes first, as it takes us more than an 
hour to do several runs of the routes we need to 
dynamite. We use the lifts, or if they aren’t open 
yet, we go back up by skidoo. When there’s been a 
lot of snow, it can take us up to four hours. 

PIDA can be tricky if visibility is poor. Once I 
was taken down in an avalanche we had set off. 
We have to fill in a form about each avalanche we 
set off, so that all known avalanches are recorded. 
Each avalanche pitch has a number – there are 
hundreds of them. 

If it’s not a PIDA day, we take the first funicular 
up and our primary task is opening the pistes. 
Each of us makes a specific descent to check for 
obstacles or danger – such as making sure the 
snow cannons haven’t left patches of ice. 

a day in the life of...

Cake central:  
the pisteurs’ hut at Grande Motte
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 Dynamiting can be tricky if 
visibility is poor. Once I was taken 

down in an avalanche we’d set off 

Four year-old Cook has a keen 
nose for buried powder victims



Hugues VerMonT & Cook 

Two or three times a week, I come up an hour 
early and walk up to the Aiguille Percée on 
skins, with Cook, my avalanche-rescue dog. It 
takes about 50 minutes and is good exercise for 
him as well as for me: I do ski-touring races 
from time to time. 

After we’ve opened the mountain we go to 
the pisteurs’ hut – there’s one in each massif, 
at the top of the area – for coffee and cake. Ten 
of the pisteurs are women, and some of them 
bring up delicious homemade cakes for the 
team. The guys bring stuff up too. The team is 
close and we’ve got to know each other well 
over the years. 

We have five maîtres chiens in Tignes, and 
we try to have two on the mountain every day. 
Two of the dogs are golden retrievers, two are 
Bergers Allemands (German Shepherds) and 
one is a mongrel. 

Cook is my first dog; I’ve had him since he 
was a two-month-old puppy and he’s now four. 
I trained him myself and we took courses 
together to work towards our avalanche 
rescue certificate. Both of our names are on 
our certificate – we’re treated as a team, where 
one doesn’t work without the other. The 

we find out what essential equipment Hugues Vermont 
keeps at the ready as a pisteur and maître chien 

This season I’ll 
mainly be using...

 MaMMUt BarrYVOX 
PUlse £350
“This is very quick for finding victims. It’s the 
system the whole team uses.”
➥ www.mammut.ch

 GOldeN retrIeVer  
frOM £750 (PUPPY)
“I bought Cook from a breeder near Grenoble, 
when he was two months old. His brother has 
worked in Tignes as a rescue dog, too, but his 
brother’s owner, a pisteuse, is off on maternity 
leave, so he’s having a break.”

 dYNafIt resCUe PrO sKIs 
WItH dYNafIt BINdINGs €450
“These skis are light and comfortable to use for work – 
especially when we’re doing avalanche control and have to  
walk uphill.”
➥ www.dynafit.com

certificate is valid only for the life of the dog. 
Cook was very easy to train. He understands 

things quickly and always wants to work. He’s 
also great company for my daughters at home. 

The rest of the day we go round checking 
ropes, piste markers and the mattresses 
around pylons. There are always some of us 
patrolling the pistes, so the public can ask us 
advice and we can keep an eye on safety. If 
skiers are going too fast, we might tell them to 
slow down, or if we think people are doing 
something dangerous off-piste, we can tell 
them – or try to dissuade them from going 
off-piste if they look like they don’t know what 
they’re doing. 

During the day we’re called to rescue injured 
skiers and boarders – on-piste, typically it’s 
knees or shoulders, or collisions, or we might 
be called to the snow park or the bumps. Over 
the years our work has become more and 
more rigorous, and our equipment has 
evolved. For example, we now carry 
defibrillators, and for avalanche control, rely 
more on Gasex pipes (which are permanently 
fixed to the slope and can blast out propane to 
dislodge the snowpack). 

At midday we have lunch, sometimes in the 
restaurant but usually in the hut – we bring 
our own and heat it up in the microwave.

In autumn, our work is different because we 
rarely do avalanche control. Instead, we are 
busy sectioning off the slalom pitches that 
have been reserved by ski-racing clubs and 
teams – including the French national squad – 
on the Grande Motte. We also have FIS races 

and downhill training, but that’s usually all 
finished by late November. 

At the end of the day, we close the pistes by 
checking there’s nobody left in the ski area; 
that nobody is sitting there hurt. The piste 
machines start as soon as the pistes are closed 
so it’s important everyone is off. 

Occasionally after work we stop for a drink 
together, and from time to time we have an 
outing or special meal. Those who work at 
Christmas arrange a meal all together, or at 
other times of year we might walk up to a 
mountain hut for the evening.

On Saturdays we get together for pisteurs’ 
training – transceiver practice, or perhaps 
rope work. The last time I pulled someone out 
of an avalanche for real was from the 
avalanche that went into the lake, at Tignes Le 
Lac, in 2004. Three people were skiing 
off-piste above the lake and triggered an 
avalanche that brought them down to the lake. 
Two ended up under the ice, but one stayed on 
the surface and survived. The real danger is 
when people think they know what they’re 
doing off-piste, when they don’t. You can never 
know enough: even people who spend their 
lives as guides are always learning. 

I arrive home at about 6.30pm, in time for an 
evening with the family. When I have a day off 
I might go touring, or to the cinema, or spend 
time with my family. I used to be a parapente 
instructor in summer, but I gave that up, and 
now I do maintenance work up the mountain, 
repairs and so on, getting it all ready for 
winter again. FL

 altIMeter WatCH 
frOM £125
“I’ve had mine for three years. It’s by Polar 
and tells me the altitude and also has a 
barometer. It's tough and practical.”
➥ www.snowandrock.com
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