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Ah, the heli has arrived, must 
be time to the empty toilets! 

Meet one of the guardians of Europe's highest manned 
mountain refuge, the 4554m Margherita hut

Nicola 
Viotti

 wake at 4.30am, usually 
after a rather fitful night’s 
rest. I rarely sleep well at 
altitude. I share a room with 
my colleagues Cristina 
Rimella and Stefano Lanti, 
and every 10 days we’re 
replaced by the other team of 
three we share the running of 
the Margherita with. I'm the 

supervisor, but we share all the duties. 
With our hut being Europe’s highest, the first 

night here with the dry, light air, is especially 
bad. I wake up a lot. But things do improve 
during each shift. It's the same for all of us, 
but it gets harder with age: I grew up in 
Alagna and worked here for 10 years from 
aged 14, when sleeping was far easier! 
Summer 2010 was my first back at the 
Margherita hut since my mid-20s. I’m 35 now, 
and in between I've been working for a 
helicopter company and as a mountain guide.

Sunrise is my favourite time of day: the hut is 
on a peak of the Monte Rosa massif, on the 

Swiss/Italian border, and you can see the lakes 
to the south, Mont Blanc to the east and plenty 
of other peaks. I love the view and at daybreak 
the colours are especially good. 

Breakfast is from 4.30 to 7.30am. Because 
we're already on a summit, most guests don't 
need to get up too early – it's only those 
climbing the north face of Lyscamm who 
might leave at 2.30 or 3am, in which case we 
leave out a Thermos and breakfast. Others may 
be going up the Dufourspitze or doing the 
Lyscamm traverse. For breakfast we serve tea, 
coffee, orange juice, corn flakes, yoghurt and 
bread and jam. We have a fridge and two 
freezers up here, so it’s reasonably civilised, but 
the milk is powdered.

From mid-June to early-September, when the 
hut is fully open and staffed (the rest of the 
year a winter room’s available for up to 19 
people, with basic cooking and sleeping 
arrangements), the route up is easy in good 
weather, and we walk up and down – if we 
came by helicopter we'd get altitude sickness. 
You can get some of the way by ski lift too. 

There are lifts to the Passo dei Salati (2,971m) 
from Alagna and Gressoney, then you take the 
new cable car to Punta Indren (3,275m). Then 
it's an hour and a half's walk to the Mantova 
(3,498m) or Gnifetti (3,647m) huts, where 
people stay the night before coming to the 
Margherita Hut, which is four hours more. 
People also come from the Swiss side. 

You don't need extensive technical knowledge 
to get here, but you need high-mountain 
equipment such as crampons and an ice axe, 
and you should be roped together as most of 
the route is on crevassed glacier. Some people 
come up on skis and skins, and in a good snow 
year you can do so into late July.

Some people come without a guide but it's 
worth having one in case the weather 
deteriorates. We're regularly involved in 
rescues: if people lose their way or call 118 (the 
emergency services), we may be first on the 
scene, especially if the helicopter can't fly. I 
sometimes use guides who are staying in the 
hut to help in emergencies, and I co-ordinate 
helicopters from whichever side of the border is 
appropriate. Unfortunately, a few don't make it: 
two Germans – with no guide – recently froze 
to death in a blizzard within 100m of the hut.

After breakfast we clean the rooms and start 
melting snow. We heat it in a 250-litre pot two 
or three times a day for cooking, tea, coffee and 
so on. We use disposable plates and cutlery, but 
this will change soon to reduce waste. There's 
no water in the guests' bathrooms, although 
the staff have a 10-litre allowance to wash 
ourselves and our clothes. Our other 
early-morning tasks may include clearing 
snow (it snows all year up here), fuelling the 
generator or changing the gas canister on the 
cooker. 

The hut dates back to 1893, when it was 
named after Italy's Queen Margherita. It was 
rebuilt in 1980 and today has 80 beds plus the 
winter room. Half-board costs 60€ for alpine 
club members and 80€ for non-members. We're 
usually full, and if people arrive without a 
booking, they may have to sleep on the floor – 
it's not as if we can turn them away or make 
them sleep outside. Up to 130 people have slept 
here at once. Our guests come mainly from 
Italy, Germany, France, Switzerland, the UK, 
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 The route up is easy in 
good weather and we walk 
up and down – if we came 

by helicopter we'd get 
altitude sickness 

Nicola Viotti



NICoLa VIottI

We take a peek in Nicola's kit bag for 
hut life and hiking to work

this season i’ll 
mainly be using...

 MaMMut 25M rope £60
➥ www.mammut.ch
On the way to the hut with my colleagues, either I carry 
the rope in my backpack (a Marmot or Black Diamond, 
30-35 litres) or we're roped together. With clients I'd 
use a longer one.

 patagoNia eleMeNt 
jacket £300
➥ www.patagonia.com
When I'm working outdoors, I need a shell that's 
lightweight but windproof, in a technical material. This 
one is really comfy. This summer it was down to -18 at 
times, so I wear lots of layers underneath!

 Black DiaMoND guiDe 
gloVes £120
➥ www.bdel.com
I prefer a technical glove with leather palms and 
fingers: you really need to be able to feel properly to 
unhook helicopter deliveries or use ropes and equipment 
during rescues.

 NikoN D200 Digital slr 
£350 (£800 when new but now 
discontinued)
➥ www.ebay.co.uk
I love taking pictures, especially in the early morning. 
My camera weighs almost 2kg, but it's worth having it 
to catch a brilliant sunrise.

 scarpa phaNtoM lite 
Boots £130 (discounted from 
rrp £370) 
➥ www.rockrun.com
Alagna guides have tested mountaineering boots for 
Scarpa, Salomon and Aku. When it's cold and you have 
to make first tracks, these are brilliant. Indoors I wear 
gym shoes or slippers.
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Poland and Spain. We normally have doctors 
here from universities, such as Turin and 
Zurich, studying altitude sickness. They stay 
for up to a month – it's useful if guests get ill.

In high season, the helicopter comes two or 
three mornings a week from Aosta, 
Domodossola or Biella to deliver supplies and 
collect waste. Waste from the loos is flown 
down in 200 litre containers, because above a 
certain altitude it isn't broken down. Pipes go 
directly from the loos into the containers and 
we have to watch they don't overflow! Morning 
provides the best flying conditions. Later, if it's 
warm, cloud comes up, usually from the Italian 
valleys where there are rice fields. The 
helicopter doesn't actually land, but we keep an 
area prepared so it can in an emergency. 

From 8am to midday, new guests arrive. 
Many have started early from the Gnifetti or 
Monterosa huts and, if they get here in good 
shape, they're hungry! We serve soup and 
pasta all day, and some people stop at the hut 
just for lunch. Smoking is forbidden but alcohol 
is available. We have wine (3€ a glass) and 
spirits, plus beer on tap. 

We spend the afternoon looking after guests 
and preparing dinner for 6pm: a starter or 
soup, then meat, vegetables and pasta. For 
pasta we use a pressure cooker – water up here 
boils at 70°C so it's tricky to cook normally! 

The hut is well known for sunsets as well as 
sunrises, and I may catch a glimpse during 
dinner. The landscape is one of the great 
things about this job. It's impossible not to feel 
close to nature. In a storm you can feel the 
thunder and lightning, but it's safe: the hut is 
wood and copper!

Our work can be stressful because of the 
contact with people. It's tiring because moving 
at altitude feels like going for a run in the 
valley, and you get out of breath easily. We're 
on the go from 4.30am to 10.30pm. But we 
listen to the radio and have wi-fi, which we use 
for bookings and to deal with emergencies. 
There's barely phone reception but the hut has 
an alpine radio.

Each evening we record who is staying and 
do everyone's bills – they pay at night, because 
we're too busy in the morning. We also prepare 
most of breakfast, so all we have to make in 
the morning is tea and coffee. The last thing 
we do before turning in at 10.30pm is switch 
off the generator. 
➥ More info at www.rifugimonterosa.it; 
or if you fancy skinning to it in winter, 
try www.zubaski.co.uk

continued

Grand Designs my arse! The hut is tied to the mountain with cables
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