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AND A SKIER’S NARRATIVE
Most of the time when I’m home and I smell 
cigarette smoke I’m grossed out, but sometimes 
I’m transported back to the French Alps. Chad 
Manley unloads La Grave’s famous Téléphéri-
que de la Meïje in 2010. 
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SAND 
and heat. Crowds of men 
in long white robes and 
veiled women. Shimmer-
ing glass skyscrapers, so 
tall they nearly reach 
out of sight. Ahead is a 
tube-shaped structure, 
sending heat waves over 
the desert. The majority of 
the building is a mall, one 
of the largest in the world. 
But that’s not what the trio 
of long-haired young men 
in sunglasses are here for. 

They’re here for the mall’s greatest attraction: Ski Dubai, an 
indoor ski area complete with a high-speed quad and five runs. 
The crew navigates their hefty duffel bags, camera equipment 
and long roller bags through the crowd headed inside. 
	 Skiers have long gravitated toward the margins of both the 
physical landscape and society, searching for untracked lines 
and unconventional lifestyles. There’s something about the 
freedom of snow that provokes some wild call, a nearly fever-
ish desire to wander and explore. Six years ago, photographer 
Jordan Manley and athlete Chad Sayers set out to follow that 
call, and capture the stories and places in a documentary film 
series called “A Skier’s Journey [ASJ].” 
	 There is no shortage of ski porn in the industry, nor of 
crews traveling to far-flung locales. But where previous for-
mats highlighted rowdy lines and impressive athletic feats, 
those exotic locations served more as backdrop than part of 
the story. Manley and Sayers wanted to do things differently. 

“I saw an opportunity to differentiate what we were doing 
through narrative,” Manley says. “I was interested in explor-
ing and exposing the culture and experience of travel behind 
all these international locations. We wanted to celebrate the 
human side of skiing.”
	 Over three seasons, the creative process matured as ASJ 
took them first to Kashmir, then La Grave, then all over the 
world. In choosing their destinations, the team pitched ski 
objectives they had studied during the down season, with 
Manley as the story driver. 
	 “We were drawn to the superlatives, or the contrasts,” 
he says. “The idea was to capture culture and setting, what 
supports the story being projected. Otherwise it’s just about 
skiing and it could take place anywhere.
	 “We were rarely going where there is the best skiing, but 
choosing to go places where skiing existed in an interesting way.” 
	 Not without controversy. The Dubai episode raised some 
eyebrows, as people questioned manufactured skiing in 
one of the world’s wealthiest oil-producing countries, with 
complete disregard for the environment, under entirely 
false conditions. But at Ski Dubai, ASJ still found joy, fun 
and companionship—the essence of skiing, an intersection 
of common ground. So it was everywhere they went. Across 
languages, borders, politics and religions, skiing was a bridge. 
	 During summer 2013 Manley returned to Vancouver, BC, 
to think about locations for the next season, with a particular 
focus on China and Iran. Then he fell off his mountain bike and 
suffered a minor concussion. Ten months later, while trying on 
ski boots, he stood up and knocked his head on a shelf, giving 
himself a second concussion. He could barely walk without suf-
fering symptoms, and his recovery took three full years. 
	 Every journey has to end, but that doesn’t mean there is 
always closure. Besieged by this new struggle, Manley had 
to decide if finishing ASJ was worth the investment of risk, 
desire, time and significance it would require. Skiing, after all, 
is primarily a form of recreation. 
	 But that doesn’t mean it’s trivial. Fun is universal, and ski-
ing is fun—something that connects cultures the world over, 
be it  in the deserts of the Middle East or on the steep shores 
of Iceland. And for Manley, it was a risk worth taking. 
	 “I experienced this during my recovery,” he says. “Skiing is 
a great feeling and when you don’t have it, it’s hard to access 
that sensation in any other way. It is a mixture of gravity and 
a constantly changing medium that you move through. That 
is a very rare occurrence. And it becomes a community of 
friends and strangers who are united by that hook.”
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So, now what? Chad Sayers, Daniel 
Irvine and Chad Manley search for 
snow in Dubai in 2012. 
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YEAR 1 

KASHMIR

YEAR 1 

LA GRAVE

TOP LEFT • Kashmir’s natural beauty has long made it 
a tourism hotspot, especially for Indians flying north to 
trade 100-degree heat for rented faux-fur jackets and 
rubber boots. Some try skis; some just enjoy the view. 

TOP RIGHT AND BOTTOM • Whether it’s freshly 
butchered chicken legs or buying local vegetables off 
a boat on Dal Lake, Kashmir’s market scene is an in-
credible way to spend a down day—and a few bucks. 

As local French freerider and shop 
owner Bruno Florit puts it, “In La Grave 
there are no rules. Nature tells you 
when to go and when not to go.” 
Chad Sayers follows directions in 2010. 

In 2008, Chad Sayers and I had 
just met—I was still adjusting to 

the incense he burned in the 
hostel during my first trip to La 

Grave, and he to watching digital 
adjustments on my laptop screen 

(film was, and still is, his thing). I 
think La Grave most eloquently 

characterizes raw skiing, 
balanced with a subdued-but-

fragrant cultural experience. 
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YEAR 1 

FRESHFIELD

YEAR 2 

FRIENDS OF SHAMES

I first visited British Columbia’s 
Freshfield Icefields with Eric 
Hjorliefson and the Sherpas 
Cinema crew while they were 
shooting All.I.Can. in 2010. Dave 
Mossop, Eric Crossland and 
Malcolm Sangster belt out a 
tune at camp. 

The Canadian Rockies are as fickle for 
skiing as they are iconic, but when the 
conditions set up right they’re hard to 
beat. Chris Rubens and James Heim 
take in the view on the Freshfields. 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT • I have never 
met anyone, anywhere, that likes to ski more 
than Brad Zeerip (left). He and his wife Kim 
hosted us while we were visiting Terrace, BC, 
and were vital to our experience. 

Chad Sayers, enjoying one of Terrace’s endless 
backcountry options. 

Shames Mountain is not big, but it’s rarely 
crowded and packs a punch on a powder 
day, of which there are many. Chad Sayers 
drops in on “Deliverance Trees,” a short ski 
from the top of the T-bar. 
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YEAR 2 

BAFFIN ISLAND

YEAR 2 

ARGENTINA

Off to the grocery store, in minus-
20-degree Fahrenheit weather. 
A lot of things us “southerners” 
take for granted aren’t available 
on the Canadian province of 
Nunavut’s Baffin Island. Everything 
has to be flown in or catch a ride 
on the summer barge, and a 
gallon of milk costs $12.

Chad Sayers skinning away from the 
Walker Citadel (left) on Baffin Island, 
which contains two of the highest cliffs 
on the planet. 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP • We spotted these surreal lenticular 
clouds looking out from Argentina’s Cajon Grande mountain 
hut. Traveling can be intoxicating—it gives you proof things 
can be that different. 

An abandoned hot springs resort near the mountain town of 
Caviahue, Argentina, which the wind batters all winter. 

Portillo Ski Resort is located between Argentina and Chile, and 
since the shared border is almost entirely mountainous, both 
armies are trained to navigate on snow. You want to imagine 
some sort of kinship with these guys, but it’s pretty hard to see 
past the black goggles and guns. To us, skiing is a sport; to 
them, skis are a tool.
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YEAR 3

JAPAN
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT • For Chad 
Sayers, hunkering down in one of Tokyo’s 
capsule hotels is a novel and inexpensive 
lodging option; for the business people who 
work long hours and can’t always make it 
home from work, they are a common and 
necessary rest stop.

A fellow photo enthusiast at Tokachidake, Japan. 

Tokachidake, on Japan’s north island of Hokkaido, 
has some beautiful volcanic tubes near its summit 
that make for great skiing. The classic birch forests 
at lower elevations, however, make for a perfect 
transition to the bubbling onsens.

I grew up night skiing on 
Vancouver, BC’s North Shore, 
where it was often foggy and 

rainy. Still, we loved it. Night 
skiing in Japan provides that 
same quiet, magical quality, 
but with deep, cold powder.
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YEAR 3

BALKANS

YEAR 3

ICELAND

ABOVE • To travel through Romania, Bulgaria, 
Macedonia and Kosovo, we had to piece 
together a route using trains, taxis, local rental 
cars and buses. It took extra energy, but we 
ended up with more human interactions.

RIGHT • The first half of winter 2012 in Malyovitsa, 
Bulgaria was borderline biblical. Skiers rejoiced, 
but everyone else suffered—quite a few people 
died due to temperatures, accidents and 
avalanches on the roads. Despite the weather, 
people were friendly and the couloirs were 
welcoming, as Chad Sayers discovered. 

A midnight pickup after crossing 
Drangajökull, Iceland’s northernmost 
glacier. We were quite tired, but once we 
heard locals used to walk over the ice 
cap, collect driftwood on the other side, 
and then have their horses drag it back, 
we were mostly humbled. 

Skis and sailboats: 
heavenly matrimony.
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YEAR 3

DUBAI

YEAR 4

IRAN

It doesn’t get much more surreal than 
Ski Dubai. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the 
smell—like a supercharged hockey arena—or 
the feeling of being indoors at 28 degrees 
Fahrenheit after having just baked at 100 
degrees outside. That said, the absurdity 
made the après beers that much more 
enjoyable. 

TOP LEFT • Iran’s hamam baths are a 
2,500-year-old tradition, but one of fading 
popularity. I bugged our guide to hunt 
one down, and we were welcomed 
gracefully by the few locals who continue 
to dutifully patronize the facilities.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP RIGHT • Mosques 
are beautiful attractions in Iran. The dome 
of the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan (top 
left), for example, is not only designed 
for beauty, but also has incredible 
acoustic qualities. The stained glass 
and artwork in many of the mosques 
are also stunning, as Chad Sayers and 
Forrest Coots demonstrate (bottom).
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YEAR 4

CHINA

YEAR 4

CROSSING HOME

TOP TO BOTTOM • The valley beyond 
this sign is in North Korea, where Kim 
Jong Il is rumored to have been born 
in a military cabin under a double 
rainbow. Sadly, conditions prevented 
us from skiing into the sacred caldera. 
Still, it was interesting to experience a 
place so foreign in its mythology and 
worldviews, and yet so familiar in the 
mountainous setting we know so well 
as skiers.

Wulahati, of the Altay Mountains in 
China, is part of a multi-millennia-long 
pedigree of men who see hunting and 
skiing as indivisible. But modernization, 
and a ban on hunting and trapping, 
have changed the culture of 
traditional skiing in the Altay—they 
are now mainly used to gather game 
animals, or for sport in the area’s 
annual traditional ski races. 

Chad Sayers and Forrest Coots making 
their way from British Columbia’s Chilcotin 

Plateau to the Homathko Icefield.

The Icefields of British Columbia’s Coast Range have their 
own weather, making it difficult to get accurate forecasts. 
As guide John Baldwin told me, “It’s better not to have 
any expectation—the fun is in the looking and listening.”
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