
 

 

Climbing in the Time of Covid-19:  
Joint CAI MonViso - Alpine Club Monte Rosa Meet 2020 

 
 
Planned over a year ago, this first official AC joint meet with the CAI Mon Viso was to be a week of 
climbing the peaks of Monte Rosa with our Italian friends. They had even designed a poster for the 
event. Then the pandemic struck, meets were cancelled, travel restricted, social distancing 
enforced; it was touch and go as to whether the meet would, could or should run. However, since a 
number of those intending to go already lived in continental Europe, it was decided to go ahead 
and for those from the UK to make up their own minds as to the wisdom of travel. Gordon, based 
in Italy already, kindly agreed to stand in for us if we were unable to get there. Serendipitously the 
UK government removed travel restrictions and quarantine for both France and Italy in early July 
and we were good to go.  
 
Of the initial 15 members, six dropped out due to Covid concerns, three joined later and one was 
unable to attend at the last minute due to injury. That meant 11 AC members were present for a 
varying numbers of days during the last week of July. Our base was the Margherita campsite in 
Gressoney St Jean. The campsite was very clean and the small area set aside for tents was flat. It 
was, however, also quite noisy with families enjoying their summer escape. The campsite, and the 
huts, required advanced booking and payment of non-returnable deposits. If you didn’t turn up you 
were charged the full amount! A Covid-19 side-effect.  
 
By Friday 24 July nine of us had arrived for the compulsory celebratory dinner with six of the 
Italians. As perhaps could be expected, this was fine-dining in the lovely Chalet de Lys in Staffal, 
with great food, gift exchanges, a flurry of speeches - Derek did us proud for the AC - and lots of 
bonhomie. We confess we boasted a little that one of our members had been in receipt of the 
Piolet d’Or for undertaking the Mazeno Ridge route and this seemed to seal our reputation as the 
magnificent mountaineers we surely are! Nothing wrong in reflected glory, is there?  
 
The next day was to be the mass ascent of Castore. Originally there were to be 40 Italians, but 
their numbers were now reduced to 12. We all set off for the Quintino Sella hut at our own pace. 
Taking the uplift to Colle Bettaforca reduced the walk to a mere 750m height gain. The hut 
guardian gave us a warm welcome and 23 of us dined in groups of 3 or 4 for a more sombre but 
no less convivial dinner. The event poster hung below the bar for all to see. Clearly we had been 
deemed by the hut to have formed a ‘bubble’ - or the Italian equivalent - as, despite dining 
distantly, we were packed into several dormitories for sleeping. The Italians were to climb in three 
ropes of four, whereas we were going in four ropes of two and one rope of three.  Eight AC 
members had planned to descend to the Guide d’Ayas hut (or Rossi e Volante biv) and do the 
Breithorn traverse the following day, while Malcolm, Adele and Jon were to return to the valley, 
along with the Italians. Originally the traverse had been proposed by the CAI but in the end none of 
the Italians could make it. The weather for Castore was good, if a little windy, giving the ridge a bit 
more spice than usual. Importantly, everyone made it to the summit and safely down again. For 
some it was an easy day, for others it was a big achievement. Livio, our CAI host, had visited the 
Q. Sella hut when he was 19 years of age and was now repeating this visit, and climbing Castore 
for the first time, 60 years later!  A great day was had by all.  
 
Unfortunately Covid-19 meant that for the CAI MonViso, the week long meet was reduced to a 
weekend only, and the AC contingent was then left to its own devices. Driven by a combination of 
enthusiasm (mainly Nick S) and sheer dogged determination (epitomised by Derek), in addition to 
Castore and the Breithorn traverse, the Punta Giordano - Pyramid Vincent traverse, the Lyskamm 
traverse and the traverse of the three ‘mini’ peaks, Corno Nero, Ludwigshöhe and the Parrotspitze 
were accomplished as well as some of these peaks individually, and a hardy three members 
remaining at the end of the meet, trogged up to the Margherita hut and climbed the Zumsteinpitze, 
snow the night before putting them off their intended goal of the Dufourspitze. In less than 100 
person days, 11 of us climbed 14 summits in total (74 summits combined - range 3 to a full-house 
by Nick S - youth has the edge).  



 

 

 
The attraction of the valley rock was too much for some members to resist and some excellent 
long routes on Paretone at Arnad were also ascended.  
 
Notes: 
 
1. The huts had rules about bringing own sleeping bags, hut slippers, etc but these were not 

enforced and blankets/quilts and crocs were available. Masks had to be worn when not eating 
or drinking or sleeping but in practice this meant they were rarely worn. Hand sanitiser was 
usually readily available and some people used it frequently. 

2. Accommodation had to be paid for in advance with often large non-returnable deposits. This 
made deciding what to do when rather constraining. However, we still managed to achieve a lot 
and coped with the capricious weather conditions. 

3. The disadvantage for organising a meet somewhere you have never visited means you don’t 
quite know what you are letting yourself in for. Gressoney was much busier than we expected 
and more expensive. This was in stark contrast to the Mon Viso area some of us visited prior to 
the meet proper. Here it is was quieter, more welcoming, cheaper and altogether more 
pleasant. We can recommend the Giacoletti hut run by Andrea and Laura Sorbino. 

4. The Museum of Mountains in Turin is well worth a visit. It houses a painting by Julian Cooper. 
The Alpine Club gets a mention. 

 
AC: Malcolm Townsley (Organiser UK), Adele Long (Organiser Italy), Derek Buckle, Nick King, 
Nick Simons, Andy Wigley, Jon Halliday, Phil Jardine, Rick Allen, Lili Mulvany, Gordon Chisholm 
 
CAI MonViso: Livio Perotti, Elena Perotti, Paulo Allemano, Carlo Giagliardone, Silvia Perona, 
Sebastian Cagnassi, Francesco Panzone, Claudio Rinaudo, Norma Martina, Loris Civalleri, Paola 
Civalleri, Michele Perotti (guide) 
 
Adele Long & Malcolm Townsley 
 


