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Left main Lunch with a
view in Alta Badia

Clockwise Views of the

peaks near the Sella Ronda;

La Majun; summer hiking;
cross-country skiing; pasta
making at Otia Bioch; local
Ladin baker Michele; Sommelier
on the Slopes wine tour
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ur skis glide effortlessly over the snow as we head through a shaded

run among towering pine trees. The snow sits heavily on the branches,
glinting as dappled light penetrates the dense thicket of forest. Just a
few moments later. the slope suddenly opens up, to reveal enormous
rock formations jutting into the deep blue sky.

I'm at the ski resort of Alta Badia in the Dolomites mountain range in
South Tyrol. northern ltaly. Time has eroded the limestone mountains
here into jagged pinnacles, precipitous gorges and steep ridges. About 50
million vears ago, as the Earth's tectonic plates collided, coral reefs were
pushed upwards to form these spectacular peaks. They look particularly
striking in winter, their pale rock faces a soft rosy hue and dusted in snow.

I'm skiing a leg of the Sellaronda, a circuit that loops around the Sella Massif, a central range in the Dolomites
that rises to 3,152 metres and skirts four valleys: Gardena, Badia, Livinallongo and Fassa. These valleys, along
with neighbouring Ampezzo, are part of Ladinia, a region long united by a common cultural and linguistic
thread. It's home to a community of about 30,000 people, which has - due to the isolated position of the
valleys - retained not only a unique language, but its own cultural traditions and culinary influences.

Joining a chairlift complete with heated seats. | take in the wrap-around views of saw-edged pinnacles.
steeped in legends of fairy tales and ogres. dragons and witches. One mythological tale, of the Kingdom of
Fanes, tells of the valleys® ancient inhabitants - water nymphs, marmots, princesses and sorcerers whose
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spirits are said to live on in the Dolomites as they await the rebirth of
their kingdom. It was this legendary community, along with the misty,
otherworldly landscapes that are said to have inspired JRR Tolkien's
descriptions of Middle-earth in Lord of the Rings.

As I'm cradled up the mountainside, | trace my progress using the
MyDolomiti app. confirming my journey against my pre-planned route.
The map highlights lifts and mountain huts with Ladin names. and villages
are written in both German and ltalian. The region’s strong Germanic
influences stem from centuries of Hapsburg rule, when cultural and
linguistic characteristics were assimilated into daily life. More recently, in
1919, following the first world war, South Tyrol was annexed by Italy, with
the local population made to adopt Italian culture and German-language
schools forced to close. The region was eventually granted autonomous
status and self-government in 1972, and it retains a distinct identity today,
with a combination of Italian, German and Ladin influences,

For lunch, | stop off at Utia Bioch - dtia being the Ladin word for
mountain hut, which were traditionally simple wooden shelters constructed
by shepherds to seek refuge while tending to mountain pastures. Over
time, many of these shepherd's huts have evolved into stylish restaurants,
dad in cosy Alpine decor with wood panelling and open stone fireplaces.

| leaf through the menu, which | soon notice is in Ladin, too. Owner
Markus makes suggestions for wine pairings. listed under each dish.
“I spend the warmer months of the vear hopping from vineyard to
vinevard to hunt down my favourite wines,” he tells me as he pours
me a glass of Kurtatsch, a pinot noir from Mazzon, a low-lying area of
eastern South Tyrol known for its long evening sun and cool winds. In
the summer. an afternoon breeze blows from Lake Garda that helps the
grapes to develop fresh flavours and earthy notes. Markus later gives
me a tour of the on-site wine cellar with more than 1,400 labels - an
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Over time, many of
these shepherd’s huts
have evolved into
stylish restaurants

extraordinary feat for a restaurant located right on the slopes at more
than 2,000 metres above sea level.

“A great way for guests to sample some of our wines is through
Sommelier on the Slopes.” Markus says, referring to a wine initiative
that involves skiing from hut to hut with a local sommelier and ski
instructor to sample wines from around South Tyrol. Utia Bioch also
regularly features in A Taste for Skiing, a foodie programme
that this season celebrates its 15th vear, and will see renowned chefs
partnering with mountain huts to create a signature dish, which is then
served throughout the season.

This vear, the chosen dish is three Michelin-starred chef Massimiliano
Alajmo’s pasta burro e fumo. IU's an exquisite plate of al dente tagliolini
with a smoky sauce, parmesan and butter, accompanied by a steaming-hot
mug of venison and juniper broth. It comes served on a carved slab of
spruce covered in moss - a nod to Utia Bioch's recent renovation project.
which Markus completed with his father, a talented carpenter, using local
timber to craft many of the restaurant’s furnishings.

From left Ladin-inspired cuisine, best
enjoyed with a mountain backdrop; slopeside
hotel La Perla; the hotel's onsite spa

The surrounding forest has long provided a source of livelihood for
the local population who for centuries relied almost exclusively on
agriculture and cattle breeding. During the long winter months, when
there was less work to be done out in the fields, farmers would aim
to supplement their income with crafts, spending the cold. dark days
carving decorative items from wood and itinerant craftsmen travelled
from valley to valley to sell their wares.

It was the Ladin painters of the nearby Fassa Valley that became
the most prolific, crossing the Alpine passes into the neighbouring
Austrian state of Tyrol, to decorate dwellings in a bold and distinctive
style that was rich in symbols, leaving an indelible mark on the region's
architecture. The facades of houses were embellished alongside the
wooden panels of stées, traditional living areas of the homes found in
Ladinia and the surrounding Alpine regions. These parlour rooms have
served for many years as the heart of Ladin farmhouses, a place where
families would gather to cook meals, socialise and keep warm by the
stove, which was the only source of heat in the household.

Later that evening, | dine at Les Stiies, which is part of La Perla, a
ski-in, ski-out hotel in the heart of Corvara, one of six mountain villages
that make up Alta Badia alongside Colfosco, La Villa, San Cassiano, Badia
and La Val. Les Stiies is home to six 18th-century pine-wood stiies
that have been beautifully restored to create an elegant wood-panelled
setting, reflecting the Ladin heritage.

Each stiia was sourced from local historical buildings and reassembled
to mirror a traditional Ladin home. Low-hanging lights create a warm
and intimate feel, clothing is hung on washing lines, while small wooden
windows - traditionally south facing to obtain as much warmth and
sunlight as possible throughout the day - provide a glimpse inside.
I'm greeted with a “bona séra” ("good evening”) by waiters sporting
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How to get there

SkyAlps (skyalps.com) flies
from London Gatwick to
Bolzano Airport, with flights
operating throughout the winter
season. Bolzano Airportis a
1.5-hourdrive from the resort

of Alta Badia, while Innsbruck
Airport is a two-hour drive.

Where to stay

La Perla (laperlacorvara.it)

is a ski-in, ski-out hotel in
Corvara, owned and managed
by the Costa Family. A member
of Leading Hotels of the world,
it offers 35 rooms with a strong
Ladin heritage, four restaurants
including Michelin-starred La
Stuade Michil, an outstanding
wine cellar housing 30,000
bottles, and a spa with a heated
swimming pool, saunas, a
steam room and a Kneipp

path (a hydrotherapy circuit,
alternating hot and cold).

La Majun (lamajun.it) is a
family-run hotel in the heart
of LaVilla, offering views of
the Lavarela and Sella group.
It has an excellent spawitha
swimming pool, an open-air hot
tub, saunas, a steam room, a
Kneipp path and a plunge pool
~- this is the perfect setting to
soothe aching muscles after
a long day on the slopes.

What to do

Alta Badia (altabadia.org) is
linked to the Sella Ronda and
the Dolomiti Super Ski, which
offers 1,200 kilometres of runs.
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From top The Alpine
SkiWorld Cup; Les
Stiies at La Perla; a
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[La Majun is a welcoming
family-run hotel owned
and operated by its third
generation of women

lederhosen and waitresses in traditional dress known as dirndl, a deep red
bodice with ribbons, a blouse, a long skirt and an apron. Specialities served
here include turtres, fried savoury pies often stuffed with sauerkraut;
and cajinci te ega, a Ladin favourite of handmade spinach and ricotta
ravioli sprinkled with cheese and melted butter. | also try the puccia, a
roundel of mountain bread made with rye and wheat flour resting on
traditional wooden racks. Rye and wheat were originally grown in
the surrounding fields, alongside barley and oats, and ground in mills ‘ & i
powered by Alpine rivers. Cumin seeds, fennel and zigoinr — a type of ' ! / > -
wild oregano that grows locally - give the bread an earthy aroma. 4 - 4
My next stop is 10 minutes down the road in La Villa, home to Alta . . °
Badia's famed Gran Risa, which hosts the Alpine Ski World Cup on its % \ "
giant slalom ski slope. | overnight at La Majun, a welcoming family-run ' 7 .
hotel owned and operated by its third generation of wo

¥
“I was brought up in this very building with my nonna,” owner Natalie o ¢ : ‘ '
tells me. “This was once my family home. My grandfather, a blacksmith, i } : . ‘ : =
died unexpectedly when my grandmother was still voung. leaving her to Iya! » :
look after their five children all on her own. She was suddenly left with no " : - ' . < Bt ~ 3
income and quickly had to think up a way of putting food on the table.” [ : A :

the country’s first ski lift opened in Alta Badia. : - . g
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At that time, in the 1960s, the Dolomites was becoming a popular
holiday location, largely fuelled by the 1956 Winter Olympics in nearby

ALEX MOLLING,

Cortina d’Ampezzo. This major e sparked a wave of curious hikers
and climbers in summer, and intrepid skiers in winter - although it was
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the mid-1940s that gave birth to ski tourism in Italy more widely, when

"My grandmother strolled over to the hotel up the road and offered to . o, ST
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house any additional guests they were unable to accommodate when full.
She soon had the odd g lodger coming to stay, moving the children
into the garage to free up our bedroom when a guest would show up.
My mother and her siblings would sleep in bunk beds, with nothing m

than a small stove to keep them warm,” Natalie recounts. Her mother - - - B

Small Bateh Distilled

Roberta soon took over the family business, developing it into a 39-room 1 :

hotel with a chic spa attached. Guests can take a soak in a wooden tub,

or visit the two saunas and steam room, before lying back on traditional

farmhouse beds in the relaxation area. Treatments include facials and
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massages using Alpine herbs combined with local pine oil.

- . . . MATURAL €O
I soon learn the Ladins have their own flag, its blue, white and green COLOGR NON-CHILL FILTERED

stripes symbolising the surrounding landscape. Blue represents the sky.

white the snow on the mountain peaks, and green the meadows - yet
another example of the inescapable inter between the local population
and the surrounding Alpine environment. @
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