
Rifugio Emilio Comici, one of the best-loved restaurants in the Dolomites

On the slopes of Val Gardena

The five-star Alpin Garden hotel and wellness resort

Cittá dei Sassi, or the City of Rocks
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s The view is edged with a soaring spire 
of Dolomite rock which resembles 
dragon teeth snapping at the clouds, 
transformed into a gigantic lizard’s 
tail of pink and orange by sunset. I 
catch my breath as we ski past Cittá 
dei Sassi (the City of Rocks) under 
the shadow of some of the world’s 

most awesome mountain peaks, in the heart of Val 
Gardena, once part of Austria, today an autonomous 
region of Italy.

On both sides of the path, monstrous boulders are 
strewn about, startling evidence of earth-shattering 
geological disruption which transformed sea beds 
into mountain summits mil-
lions of years ago. “The remains 
of a marine dinosaur and many 
fossils of sea snails and other 
creatures have been found up 
there,” says local ski guide Is-
abel Kasslatter, pointing to the 
calcified waves above us. 

“These are our rock stars,” 
she shouts, her voice almost 
lost in the wind as we swoosh 
over the snowy trail. The craggy 
rocky dragon maw looks ready 
to gobble up us tiny humans. 
It is my first ever glimpse of 
the Dolomites, a Unesco World 
Heritage site, surrounded by 
snow and bathed in January 
sunshine.

Any first-timer cannot but 
be smitten by their grandeur, 

A visit to the spectacular, rugged 
Dolomites is a window on a very 
different Italy from the one in 
most tourists’ imaginations, 
writes Isabel Conway

Ski the best  

Markus Hoter, 
owner/manager 
at Alpin Garden
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their dramatic shapes and how strangely friendly 
they seem compared with the Alps. Maybe that 
has something to do with the fact that you cannot 
ski directly off these dragon teeth and craggy walls, 
originally formed as coral barriers. Some of the Do-
lomites jagged peaks reach heights of over 3,000 
metres. Even in the depths of winter, the gorgeous 
twilight pink hue for which they are famous shines 
through and their walls glow like magic.

“The scenery will blow your ski boots off,” says a 
veteran skiing companion, “but the skiing is pretty 
easy, lots of wide slopes around the Sella massif.” He 
starts to reminisce with an old ski chum about the 
time they tackled a tricky couloir (a chute of snow 
that drops between bands of rock) in France, only to 
find themselves on top of a frozen waterfall, a sheer 
drop beneath them with little room for manoeuvre. 
“I asked Roger had he brought a rope to get us across, 
but of course he’d forgotten one. Not his finest hour, 
that,” he chuckles.

We’ve only just entered the gondola that’s taking us 
up the mountain on to the first leg of the world-fa-
mous Sellaronda ski carousel, and my knees are 
trembling at the very thought of venturing anywhere 
near a frozen waterfall on skis, or rolling down a 
terrifyingly steep “couloir”. 

Yet, unknowingly, I manage to notch up some early 
skiing brownie points on our first morning. The goal 
is a two-day exploration of the Ortisei, Santa Cristina 
and Selva Val Gardena slopes that form part of the 
Dolomiti Superski area, boasting 1,200km of slopes 
and 450 ski lifts across a daunting 12 ski areas.

The most famous race slope of Val Gardena is 
Saslong, a challenging black World Cup downhill run 
named after a rock star summit and stretching down 
a couple of kilometres. Skiing it is a rite of passage for 
any improving intermediate skier worth their salt. 

I actually enjoy the experience, ignorance being 
bliss. Unlike the experts, my skis make wide turns 
across the slope rather than point downwards, an 
important difference. Confidence-building earlier 
runs (it’s my first day’s skiing of the season), good 
conditions and knees that are still working take me 
down without me losing my mojo.

Our five-star base, the Alpin Garden hotel and 
wellness resort, is a chic boutique affair overlooking 
the valley outside Ortisei and situated close to the 
local bus stops. A handwritten note from the hotel 
management in my cosy wood-panelled bedroom 
tells me: “Nice that you exist.” There is no mention 
of couloirs, though. 

Alpin Garden describes itself as a “world of har-
mony and pure emotions in the middle of the magic 
of the Dolomites”. It’s a rustic-luxe place, all cosy 
corners and traditional carved local wood (the area is 
famous for wood carving) boasting excellent cuisine 
and an extensive gin bar. I leaf through the gin menu 
and a dizzying array of mother’s ruin is on offer, in-
cluding an exotic-sounding pink gin flavoured with 
“notes of blackberries and strawberries”.

It’s a dog’s life here, and we find an elderly resi-
dent labrador stretched out on a hot pink furry rug 
under a cream grand piano, as if resting between 
recitals. He welcomes us with open paws, ambling 
over to a table on which a tiered plate is piled with 
welcoming home-baked cookies, fixing it and us 
with beguiling eyes.

I instantly like this somewhat eccentric, adults-on-
ly boutique hotel, with its decor of faux throws draped 
over bejewelled purple and silver velvet armchairs. 
You could visualise the Kardashian clan settling in 
comfortably at the end of a fashion shoot, welcomed 
by owner/manager Markus, a proper dandy in his 
loud checked suit and two-toned patent shoes. 

Taking a well-earned soak in the outdoor jacuzzi, 
followed by a swim in the bath-temperature-warm 
pool after skiing part of the legendary Sellaronda, we 
admire the beautiful skyline of snowy peaks before 
discovery of indulgent indoor relaxation such as 
Himalayan salt and herbal steam rooms. 

I am momentarily tempted to buy into anti-age-
ing, hydrating, peeling and other beauty-enhancing 
bonuses, even a milk bath in an oval-shaped timber 
tub. These treatments require deep pockets, however, 
while at the bar a small glass of house wine costs €7.

Most of Val Gardena’s winter guests stay at least a 
week or longer, to discover part or all of the world’s 
largest linked ski carousel. With limited time, some 

Skiing the 
Sellaronda, a 
40km circular 
route

of us still manage to cover the Sellaronda, a 40km 
circular route of which 26km is skiable, clockwise 
and next morning anti-clockwise. The popular route 
gets super busy, especially during holiday periods.

While most slopes are easy reds, long family blue 
runs and the occasional black mean the many lifts 
covered can slow progress down, especially in busy 
periods. We are advised to start early and allow up 
to five hours for slower skiers to cover the terrain 
in comfort.

My knowledgeable guide Isabel shows me plenty 
of lovely red slopes and a couple of long cruising 
blues. Most are practically empty as they’re off the 
Sellaronda grid, but they’re well worthy of discovery, 
including the forest-flanked Pista Falk, Monte Seura 
and runs below Col Raiser/Seceda.

Most have mountain huts offering much bet-
ter-than-average Alpine fare. The Dolomites cuisine 
is reputedly world-class, even in mountainside huts. 
Every winter, Michelin-starred chefs take up residen-
cies here. South Tyrol has more starred restaurants 
than anywhere else in Italy.

On Piz Sella, in the shadow of the highest peaks, 
sits one of the best-loved restaurants in the Dolo-
mites, Rifugio Emilio Comici, which serves high-end 

cuisine with fish as a speciality. 
“You’d never think of trekking 

up these mountains or skiing 
down to come and eat fish, but 
this restaurant is always full,” Is-
abel informs me. “Last October, 
the roof blew off in a huge storm 
which brought down a lot of trees 
up here, but they had it back up 
and were open for business again 
within ten days.”

Arriving back in the pretty 
1,200-metre-high traditional 
village of Ortisei, exhausted ski-
ers welcome the easy accessibil-
ity to the town centre. Instead of 
lugging skis down icy roads and 
over treacherous paths, skiers and 
walkers are effortlessly brought 
into pedestrianised downtown 
with a network of escalators and 
moving pavements.

A pleasant lunch of an Italian 
staple, tagliatelle ai funghi, plus 
two glasses of wine, water and 

coffee sets me back €23 in a restaurant on the main 
square. It isn’t a patch on Alpin Garden’s fabulous 
fare, but hunger is a great sauce.

 One of the highlights of this short stay in beautiful 
Val Gardena is a torchlight walk over crunchy deep 
snow at Monte Pana in the shadow of the looming 
mountains, with the black sky above pinpricked all 
over by stars. The silence is broken across the valleys 
by the lights and faint roar of crawling, dinosaur-like 
piste-basher machines, creating the corduroy-perfect 
slopes for tomorrow.

A guided walk (free to visitors) is led by local 
artist, historian and guide Diego Deiana, who shows 
off some impressive installations, such as a high 
sculpture of hands joined together framing the valley, 
and one of his own works: a gold-plated symbolic 
circle across a bridge, signifying the unification of 
nature and art.

We emerge out of the forest on to open slopes, and 
adjourn to the local cross-country meeting point 
Pana Stua to enjoy mountain specialities – smoked 
meats, the famous ‘speck’ and excellent local cheeses, 
washed down with robust red wine.

Here, it’s time to catch up a bit on the region’s long 
history and why many of the signs are confusingly 
named in three languages: Italian, German and Ladin. 
We are in Italy, but only just, because this region of 
South Tirol belonged to Austria until World War II, 
while the ancient language Ladin, whose origins go 
back to Roman times, is the daily spoken tongue for 
at least 35,000 people in these parts.

Not only does Val Gardena boast one of the world’s 
greatest mountain landscapes, but we’ve one foot 
metaphorically in Austria and the other in Italy: a 
sense of being in both, but also in neither, a place 
apart, enjoying the best of both worlds. ■

Ski the best  of both worlds

FACTFILE
Fly to Innsbruck or Verona. Get 
an adult Dolomiti Superskipass 
for six days from €243, Val 
Gardena pass covering 175km 
of ski runs and 79 lifts; six days 
from €226. Seven days half-
board at Alpin Garden (alping-
arden.com) costs from €1,332. 
Crystal Ski (crystalski.ie) offers 
seven nights half-board at 
the Hotel Alpino Plan Selva in 
the heart of Val Gardena from 
€689, including flights from 
Dublin to Verona (transfer: 
two hours, 45 minutes). The 
Crystal Ski package, including 
skis and lift pass, is priced from 
€333 for six days. For more 
information on Val Gardena, 
see valgardena.it/en. 


