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Xavier de Le Rue: the snowboarder who learnt to fly

French big mountain snowboarder Xavier de Le Rue discusses his revolutionary 2015
expedition using paramotors to explore epic new lines in the desolate mountains of Svalbard
and Alaska

Xavier de Le Rue prepares to fly Photo: TERO REPO PHOTOGRAPHY
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Telegraph Men: Xavier, what gave you the idea of combining snowboarding and paramotoring in
some of the most inhospitable mountain terrain in the world?

Xavier de Le Rue: The idea came from going on many beautiful snowboard expeditions and being
frustrated at putting so much effort into creating amazing trips but never being able to capture the
beauty and drama properly on film.
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I started studying paramotors (a paraglider wing with a motored propeller) as a means of getting aerial
film in unusual and hard-to-reach locations. But I found they were also useful for actually accessing
wild or not very well known high mountain locations and otherwise impossible lines, as well as for
scoping out lines before we climbed or hiked up.

It was a crazy idea. At first, it didn’t make much sense at all, but we pushed it hard enough so
eventually it started to make sense.

  Photo: TERO REPO PHOTOGRAPHY

TM: A new documentary, Degrees North, showcases your adventures in the Norwegian archipelago of
Svalbard in the Arctic Ocean and the northwest American state of Alaska with Swiss skier Sam
Anthamatten and American snowboarder Ralph Backstrom. What was it like pioneering new lines in
such wild mountain locations?

XdLR: We spent three and a half weeks in Svalbard and about a month in Alaska. The first time we
jumped with the paramotors, it was amazing. I had dreamt of it for such a long time and we had been
talking about it a lot without knowing for sure if we could do it.

Nobody had done it before so you never know if you are over-stepping yourself or being too stupid.
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"There were also polar bears in
the area so we had to sleep with
wires around the camp and
someone had to be ready to
shoot in case a bear came up"
Xavier de Le Rue

For a long time the idea felt very distant until finally we made it happen.

Even on the actual day, you have to make sure that the winds
are in the right direction, and not too strong, and that the
light on the slope is right for filming and that there is a good
place for landing. But we knew with this tool we could make
a beautiful film and explore places other skiers and
snowboarders hadn’t been to.

The excitement came from knowing we were doing something very different. We’re used to thinking
about expeditions as finding a new place. For us, it was more about doing things in a new way.

TM: What environmental obstacles did you face on the expedition to Svalbard?

XdLR: When we went to Svalbard it was minus 30 degrees all the time. It was so cold that the camera
cables kept breaking. We are mountain people so we are used to the cold, but when you are out
camping day after day it’s really painful for your mind and your body.

There were also polar bears in the area so we had to sleep with wires around the camp and someone
had to be ready to shoot in case a bear came up. That added a little bit of drama.

But the light there is so special because it was daylight all the time, with a kind of eternal sunshine. It
made the atmosphere very special because there were always crystals of snow in the air that were lit
up by the low light.

To access some of the locations we had to sled for miles, so at times we were over 200km from the
nearest habitation. We were completely secluded and alone.”
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TM: What were the unique challenges in Alaska?

XdLR: We went to Alaska looking for epic lines and our first goal was to use the paramotors to
explore the region in a completely different way, but the weather was the worst season ever recorded
so we had to find a Plan B. We did a lot of hiking and climbing on foot to access the lines.

You always have to be flexible in expeditions. In Alaska there are so many uncontrollable elements
and the weather can change from super-safe to super-dangerous pretty quickly.

We got to do some paramotoring finally but a lot of the time we were asking: is it going to be
possible? All that waiting around was very stressful.
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#DegreesNorth had so many ups and downs whilst filming - but moments like this were definite highs.
Making crazy dreams a reality. Check out the trailer - link in bio.

xavierdelerue •  3 weeks ago Following

831 likes  6 comments

TM: Some of the big mountain lines you tackled in Alaska were at 50 degree angles and over 600m
long – that’s twice the height of the Eiffel tower. What skills did you need to handle such daunting
landscapes?
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XdLR: The truth is that most of the snowboard and ski skills are the same as what you need on
ordinary slopes. Above all, it is about knowing which places to avoid, where the hazards are, how to
avoid crevasses and cornices, and where to camp on glaciers, so really it is about global mountain
skills.

I think it is possible for anybody to do it if they have a good guide. You can just choose lines that are
not so steep. This kind of adventure is much more accessible than you think.
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Finally able to share these shots of the #hero4session hehe... @gopro in galena bc.

xavierdelerue •  3 months ago Following

1,154 likes  5 comments

Degrees North can be viewed for free on www.redbull.tv on October 22-23, with the UK premiere on
November 19. For info visit www.thenorthfacejournal.com/degrees-north
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