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by ISABEL
CONWAY

I

MAGINE the teeth of
an enormous dragon
snapping at the clouds
above surreal mountains from a fantasy
film that take on a rose pink
shade in the light of the setting sun. No wonder we’re
open mouthed ourselves at
that first sight of Italy’s
Dolomites, home to a spectacularly beautiful ski area
and a Unesco World Heritage site.

‘These are our rock stars,’ shouts
Isabel, the local guide, her voice
almost lost in the wind as we come
face to face with the rocky giants,
mountain walls as high as the sky,
reaching left and right. The sunsplashed ever changing colours of
orange, red and pink lighting up
the soaring craggy peaks and dramatic granite cliff faces here in Val
Gardena in the Sud Tirol of Italy
are a photographer’s dream.
The ‘other’ Isabel, obviously
born on skis, now watches my desperate efforts to locate those first
day of the season ski legs. Pointing to the most famous race slope
of Val Gardena, the ‘Saslong’, she
asks if I want to give it a go.
My feeble ‘not yet’ is borne away
on the wind and she glides expertly
down. I follow her tracks at a
snail’s pace. The slope is deserted,
snow conditions are excellent and
much to my own surprise I manage without losing too much
nerve. Later, bragging rights are
severely reduced, when a couple
of faster companions swoosh
down saying it’s the easiest black
they’ve ever skied!
It’s my first ever glimpse of the
Dolomites and you can only be
smitten by their grandeur, shape
and how strangely friendly they
are compared with the Alps.
M a y b e t h a t’ s b e c a u s e y o u
can’t ski directly off these
dragon teeth and craggy walls,
resembling the tail of a giant
lizard, originally formed as coral
barriers during their creation millions of years ago.
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Rock stars, dragons’ teeth, a giant lizard’s tail and
other scary introductions to the legendary Dolomites
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OME of the Dolomites’
jagged peaks reach
heights of up to 3000m,
and even in the depths
of winter the gorgeous twilight
pink hue for which they are
famous shines through, and their
walls glow.
Our mission is to explore as
much as we can of Sella Ronda, a
circuit of four valleys, including 90
minutes of lifts (so plenty of rest
time) and a couple of hours of
downhill skiing that can be skied
in both directions.
The resorts of Ortisei, Santa
Christina and Selva di Gardena
areas await, we’ll take a night time
torchlight walk across crunchy
pristine snow fields and enjoy the
great food and wine for which they
are famous in these parts.
It’s said that the highest concentration of Michelin-starred cooks
in the whole of Italy works out of
South Tyrol so as you’d expect
tasty food — from culinary
highlights to simple pasta dishes
and also hearty Austrian-inspired
winter fare — comes with the
territory.
Our five-star base Alpin Garden
(alpingarden.com) hotel and wellness resort faces the valley
just outside Ortisei and is a few
minutes from ski and local bus
stops. The hotel is a comfortable
mix of rustic and glitz, full of cosy
corners, furnished with carved
wooden furniture and bejewelled

Picturesque:
Val Gardena
and, inset
above, Isabel
and friends
taking to the
slopes

velvet armchairs, a place where
you could imagine the Kardashian
clan chilling out on their way to
somewhere else.
The hotel’s extensive gin bar,
with just about every variety of
‘mother’s ruin’ on offer, includes
several distillations of pink gin.
The resident elderly dog, lying
on a cerise furry rug beneath the
grand piano, welcomes us with
open paws, big sad eyes trained
on the plate of freshly baked cookies that awaits guests, a canine
with long experience on how to
beguile newcomers.
Owner-manager Markus, a
proper Italian dandy decked out

in the latest fashions off the Milan
catwalk, advises me to give skiing
a miss for the afternoon and
instead enjoy the hotel’s Egyptian-themed spa facilities, which
are among the best in the region.
I need little encouragement.
After a morning skiing part of the
legendary Sella Ronda, just part
of the Dolomiti Superski area
boasting at least 1200km of slopes,
there is no better relaxation than
a long soak in the outdoor plunge
and steaming swimming pools.
Dimly lit treatment rooms offer a
tempting array of anti-ageing,
hydrating, peeling and other
beauty enhancing bonuses, includ-

ing milk baths in an oval-shaped
wooden tub.
These treatments require deep
pockets, but with small glasses
of wine costing €7, this is not a
hotel where price is much of a
consideration for its adults-only
clientele.
Most of Val Gardena’s winter
guests come to discover part or all
of the world’s largest linked ski
carousel, connected by bus and
accessible with the Superski pass.
The whole of the Sella Ronda is
ideally suited to intermediate
skiers who fancy putting some
mileage beneath their skis, but
don’t fancy being over-challenged
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as a spectacular 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.
After this healthy night trek,
through the crunchy deep snow
(it’s also a snowshoeing route) in
and out of forest and on open
slopes, walkers 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.

H
Travel facts

Crystal Ski’s deal of the week
offers a seven-night break
from December 22, 2019,
staying in the 2* Manzano
Apartments in Pas De La
Casa, Andorra, on a selfcatering basis from €375 per
person (4 sharing), including
flights from Dublin,
luggage and transfers

by steep icy slopes. Due to its popularity, the outstanding scenery
and fantastic array of mountain
eateries between the Italian and
German-speaking regions, the
route gets super busy, especially
during holiday periods.
Slopes are blue and easy reds,
but the many lifts can slow
progress down, so start early and
allow up to six hours in comfort
for slower skiers.
My friendly knowledgeable guide
Isabel shows me some long red
and blue slopes which are almost
empty, especially those that are
not on the Sella Ronda. They
include Pista Falk — with forest

on both sides, perfect for days
when visibility on open slopes is
poor — Monte Seura and other
perfectly groomed runs below Col
Raieser/Seceda. Each has a
sprinkling of cosy huts offering far
better than average alpine fare at
reasonable prices.
Italy has gained a reputation in
recent years as a good value ski
destination, perfect for all who
like to cruise the blues and reds.
Italian grading for black runs tend
to be kinder than France and also
some Austrian resorts.
Arriving back in the pretty 1200m
high traditional village of Ortisei,
you can’t but be impressed by its

lift infrastructure and accessibility to the town centre. Instead of
lugging skis down icy roads and
across treacherous pathways,
tired skiers and walkers are effortlessly conveyed into the pedestrianised centre through tunnels,
escalators and moving pavements.
A pleasant lunch of tagliatelle
ai funghi, 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, yet hunger is a
great sauce.
Astonishingly for a town dependent so much on tourism for its revenue, most of Ortisei’s shopping

heart closes down for two and a
half hours for lunch and siesta in
winter. The supermarket, which
stays open, is a demanding enough
hike away in heavy ski boots.
A highlight of this short trip to
beautiful Val Gardena is a torchlit
walk at Monte Pana in the shadow
of the mountains under a black
night sky pinpricked all over with
stars. In the distance, across the
valleys we watch the lights of the
piste bashers working their magic
to create perfectly groomed slopes
for a new day.
Our walk, led by local artist, historian and guide Diego Deiana,
takes us past installations, such

ERE 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
about because this region of South
Tirol belonged to Austria until
World War II while the ancient language Ladin, with origins going
back to Roman times, is the daily
spoken tongue for at least 35,000,
in these parts.
It is, you can’t help thinking,
what makes Val Gardena stand
out — apart from boasting one of
the world’s greatest mountain
landscapes, the sense that you are
in Austria and Italy but in neither,
yet enjoying the best of both
worlds.

TRAVEL FACTS

Ireland ski tour operator Crystal
Ski (crystalski.ie) offers a range
of ski holidays in the Dolomites
resorts of Selva and Ortisei, with
seven nights’ accommodation
including flights from Dublin to
Verona and transfers.
Selva: 3* Hotel Pineta, €1,069 HB,
December 21; 4* Gran Balta,
€1,799 HB, March 7; Wieseheim
Apartments, €585 (based on 5
sharing), February 1.
Ortisei: 3* Hotel Hell, €1,065 HB,
March 14; 4* Hotel Genziana,
€1,385 HB, February 1.
Isabel stayed on an individual
basis at 5* Alpin Garden in Ortisei,
7 nights half board from €1,332
(alpingarden.com).
The Super Dolomiti ski pass
covers hundreds of kms of skiing,
6 days from €243.
For more information on Val
Gardena go to valgardena.it/en

