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Spanish Snowboarding from the Pyrenees to the Sierra Nevada

Words Daniel O’Neil Photos Jesús Andrés Fernández

01 | A January morning with sun and fresh 
powder—Eduardo “Titi” Vicente leaves behind 
ephemeral trails in Formigal.

Pura 
Nieve
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pain: sun, Don Quixote, fiesta, siesta. 
Snowboarding in Europe conjures images 
of the Alps, Scandinavians and hardboots. 
Spain isn’t on the list, even though for 
decades a snowboard scene has been 
swirling and slashing in the Spanish shad-
ows. High school textbooks of español 
show mountains on the map, but not until 
now are people learning that Spain rips. 
See for yourself, amigo.
 It’s a three-hour drive from the waves of 
Basque Country to the cornices of Spain’s 
western Pyrenees. Aragón province har-
bors several of Spain’s best resorts, 
including Formigal, one of the country’s 
biggest, and Astún. Elevation is about 
7,500 feet, and vertical drop is more than 
2,000. Both resorts are deep in backcoun-
try, and each has a new park. Spanish 
snowboarding is evolving, following the 
line of godfather Iker Fernández.
 The terrain in Aragón is typically Pyre-
nean, meaning mostly above timberline 
and broad-shouldered with rolling, bowl-
ing faces. Out-of-bounds riding is a go.  To 
find the fresh, outsiders are wise to adopt 
a Pyrenean attitude—chill but committed. 
Hard riding trumps hype. Follow this rule 
and they’ll take you along. Otherwise, hire 
a guide.
 The surf/skate/snow culture is strong in 
the mountains, cities and Atlantic waters 
of Spain. Basque riders, like Iker, are com-
mon in Aragón. Their surf-inspired style is 
powerful and fearless, and even if they’re 
reserved at first, they will eventually pass 

the spliff. Farther east, in Catalonia and 
Andorra, a skate influence comes out of 
Barcelona, with a modern, urban, artsy 
flavor. These two styles shape the scene 
with mutual respect.
 Spain’s side of the Pyrenees is south-
facing, and annual snowfall is notoriously 
shifty, but spring snowpacks can be six 
feet or more (or less). To compensate for 
so much sun, snow cannons have become 
a reliable crutch. Although no place is per-
fect, when it’s balmy or drizzly, well, Span-
ish culture can compensate for that too.
 Terraces and bars abound at all the 
Pyrenean resorts—in the village, at mid-
slope, or up top. Any time of day, a glass of 
red Rioja or Basque hard cider is classic in 
Aragón, plus a salted, grilled, sanguine 
chuleta (strip steak on the bone) for lunch. 
Post-session, DJs set the tone, and the 
locals indulge in the Spanish art of living 
the good life.  
 The Pyrenees are jagged profiles of bro-
ken granite, and of intense beauty. As the 
heli flies, only 150 miles of pine trees and 
granite peaks separate Aragón’s resorts 
from the range’s eastern edge. Yet within 
that southern expanse of tight-knit moun-
tains are almost two dozen resorts, big and 
small. Atlantic storms continue to send 
snow, but cross an invisible north-south 
border east of Aragón and the Mediterra-
nean speaks forth—literally. At Baqueira-
Beret, another of Spain’s mega-resorts, 
you will hear the change in local dialect.  

02 | Sierra Nevada, southeast of Granada, is the high-
est resort in Spain, topping out at about 12,000 feet. 
Sun and snow remain until the early summer, making 
for a unique atmosphere long after most Spanish 
resorts have shut for the year.

03 | In the middle of Pyrenees lies Andorra, a 
principality that hosts two of the best ski areas on the 
Iberian Peninsula. Cristian Ordóñez finds his way into 
the Arcalis area at Vallnord.

04 | Sometimes storms arrive from the African Sahara 
and stain the snow ochre. Joseph “Hurry” Carbonell 
takes advantage of long spring days at La Laguna in 
the Sierra Nevada.

02 | Sierra Nevada.

03 | Cristian Ordóñez, Andorra.

04 | Joseph “Hurry” Carbonell, La Laguna.
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05 | Sierra Nevada.

06 | Salardu, Baqueira.

Pura Nieve

07 | Dario “Bolo” Gil, Grau Roig, Andorra.
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08 |  Frank Massaguer, Sierra Nevada.

Pura Nieve

 Catalonia is a largely autonomous 
region of Spain with a language, Catalan, 
of its own. Nieve (snow) becomes neu, 
remonte (chairlift) becomes remuntador, 
while snowboarding stays the same. The 
wines are Mediterranean, some of it spar-
kling (cava), and the sausages and 
cheeses are distinct from those of Aragón; 
but Spanish beer is everywhere lager, so 
cerveza is cervesa. 
 The dramatic Vall d’Aran valley is the 
setting for Baqueira. Just to the southwest 
the chain’s highest link, Aneto, rises to 
11,168 feet. Here in the eastern Pyrenees, 
resorts stretch past 8,000 feet and the 
drop exceeds 3,000. Baqueira has good 
backcountry and a park. And then there is 
the disco scene. The town of Baqueira, 
attractively built of local stone and wood, 
stands where the slopes end, with techno 
pounding and vodka energy drinks pour-
ing until late. What could be more Euro?
 East of Baqueira is a Pyrenean island. 
Encircled by France and Spain, the Cata-
lan-speaking Principality of Andorra is a 
country of 68,000. Like some Caribbean 
nations, Andorra is a tax-haven and there-
fore has the coin to offer the finest facilities 
in the Pyrenees. Crowds of European tour-
ists are one obvious consequence. At least 
the nightlife is lively.
 The real payoff is Grandvalira, a super-
resort made by the recent merger of Pas 
de la Casa-Grau Roig and Soldeu-el Tarter. 
One huge and three smaller gondolas, 
thirty chairs, plus a nightmare of T-bars all 
make Grandvalira the Pyrenees’s largest 
resort. When it’s on, seas of off-piste pow-
der await. Of note to those who like parks 
are the four that Grandvalira throws down, 
some of Europe’s best. There’s even an ice 
bar and hotel.

 To escape some of the circus, there are 
places like Arcalis in the high Andorran 
Pyrenees where the snow is often dry and 
deep, but only six lifts and five T-bars. Or 
change the scene entirely— the Iberian 
Peninsula offers riders more than just its 
northern crown.
 Near the southern tip of Spain is another 
sort of island, the Sierra Nevada, or 
“snowy range,” is named because the 
Mediterranean is ironically close—and 
Andalucía province means olives, swelter-
ing summers, and long siestas. Ever defi-
ant, the Sierra Nevada resort climbs to 
just two-hundred yards beneath Mulha-
cén, the Iberian peninsula’s highest peak 
at 11,410 feet. Still, snow cannons too 
often save the season. But when the vibe 
is Andalusian—kicked-back and friendly—
and the sun softens landings at the new 
Superpark Sulayr—Spain’s best half-
pipe—who cares about substitute snow? 
Think Mt. Hood summer scene, to a mel-
low tempo, without the zoo. 
 Yes, Spain has snowboarding too—
mucho.  But visiting these spots also pro-
vides pieces of the diverse cultural puzzle 
that is España. Add to that fine food and 
drink, some Latin-style late nights, a surf 
or skate session—and Iberia becomes an 
intriguing place to ride. Time to rethink the 
bullfighting-sangria-Flamenco stereotype, 
and drop into something new.
 Indeed, Spain is an unlikely snowboard-
ing destination. But packed into a thin 
strip of mountains is a culture as diverse 
as Saturday afternoon tapas. From the 
Pyrenees to the Sierra Nevada and neigh-
boring Andorra, Spain runs the gamut 
from local to disco, park features to stun-
ning backcountry. 
 Viva España.

05 | The spring sunsets at Sierra Nevada with the city 
of Granada downslope is something worth taking a 
moment to enjoy, perhaps with a glass of local vino. 

06 | Baqueira’s Val d´Aran holds many secrets within 
its mountains. In addition to good lines, you can find 
great sunsets and great parties like this one  
in Salardu.

07 | The season in Spain normally runs from Decem-
ber until mid-April, but sometimes the snow comes 
early and leaves surprises like this November session 
at Grau Roig, Grandvalira, Andorra. Dario “Bolo” Gil 
reaps its rewards.

08 | Fran Massaguer and Jesús Andrés Fernández 
spent two days building and shooting this spot at 
Sierra Nevada. A great sunset at 9,000 feet at the end 
of April made it all worth it.


