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THE SWISS CBSERVER.

JaNvary 13ThH, 1934,

THE WINTER SUN-GIVER OF
STRENGTH AND HEALTH.

* Lowlands:  fog, heights: clear!”  Tor
days, for weeks during the winter these four

words are hammered into the ears of the city-
dwellers, be it by the radio, by weather repor
on the meteorological pillars, or by the news-
papers. The lover of winter sports knows what
that means. Ile becomes restless and wants to
flee from the damp, foggy sea of houses, from the
cold, grey walls, out and upward to the sun,
which has now taken its winter command in the
mountains, It is just in winter, when in the low-
lands the sun shows itself for the fewest hours of
the entire year that the Alps revel in warm sun-
shine.

The Swiss winter of the mountains bestows
much upon modern men, but the sun is and
remains the most beautiful of all gifts, and it is
the only power that will every year draw
thousands and thousands away from their warm
hearths. To be sure, 1t is alluring to whiz down
thousands of meters on skis, feeling as light as a
feather, into the valleys where comfortable hotels
and well-heated railways are awaiting the tired
skiers. 3ut the wonderful development which
winter sport has made during the last few years
is due, in great part, not to l.u tors of pure sport,
but l.ltlu-r hygiene. The diminished air- |uu~~mu
of high .llh(mh—w is favourable for the regener:
tion of the blood. The hunger for oxygen Wlllcll
always sets in upon the hmr»hts, demands an
energetic increase of red blood-corpuscles, these
‘\(\l"(lhl(‘, supporters of life. The whole circulation
is stimulated and with sport activities this is par-
ticularly true, The heart, lungs and digestive
organs have to do more work, the whole body
thereby experiences a thorough physiologic al
purification, so to speak, an elemination of waste
matter.

The purity and dryness of the high air on
clear winter days is extraordinary and radiation
from the sun is especially intense at such times.
The effects of the ultraviolet light, made two-fold
by the reflection of the snowfields, are felt
throughout the whole organism.

The visible chemical effect of the reaction
given by these ultraviolet and ultra-red rays is
seen in the tanning of the skin: and it is even
claimed that some of these mysterious rays pass
through the skin into the blood.

It is well-known that deserts, prairies and the
ocean receive large quantities ot light, but no-
where is the sun’s radiation better favoured than
in the high mountains where the air is free of
dust and smoke. Nowhere can light, as a power-
ful factor in healing, be better utilized than in
the Alps. Jlmuuwrll)lo measurements in photo-
metry have pmved that the light in the mountains
is far superior to that of the oceans and prairies.
Thus, after a period of 25 yvears observation during
the six shortest months — October to May — it
has been ascertained that St. Moritz has 700 hours
of sunlight, as compared with 535 in Basel and
only 300 in Hamburg. A comparison between
Davos and Kiel showed that in winter the sun-
light exposure was four times as strong in Davos
as it was in the German city.

Sunburn is an outer sign showing the effect

of light at high altitudes. Thus the French
author on travel, Bourrit, writes in 1732, in

describing the shepherds of Grison ¢ They are as
black from cold as the Africans are from heat.””
This good French investigator does not seem to
have yet known about the meteorological
phenomenon of the so-called ** reverse of tempera-
ture,”” that is, that in winter the mountain crests
are bathed in warmer air than are the valleys
which are like icy lakes into which the cold air
flows down. Every skier knows, when he is
browning his limbs in sunshine, sitting upon the
roof of some warm hut, in December and January,
tar above the sea of fog, that humanity down in
the valley is lmddlul close to warm stoves,
dreaming of springtime.

All of the stimulating effects of the high moun-
tain climate in winter have not been made clear.
We do, however, know that the dryness of the
high air acts as a favourable stimulant to the skin,
the brain and the mucons membrane. It is also
known that there is a far greater degree of elec-
tricity of the air and a lli“hel quantity of radium
in the Alps than there is in the plains.

We must add to these physiological effects of
winter’s sojourn in the high mountains, that
unique experience of winter sport in all of its
manifold forms — sport — which draws every
person of all ages and professions and from every
class of society under its magic spell.  He who
has once got away from his petty every-day work
and has been able to experience a wonderful Swiss
winter, will ever be drawn and will always return.

It is not o very long ago that in winter our
mountains were an untouched wilderness. It
was only the mountain farmers who laboriously
tramped through the deep snow to feed the ani-
mals in the sheds: otherwise, however, the
gleaming fields of pure snow remained trackless
for long days and weeks. A transcient trace of
game was oftentimes the only mark in the spotless
winterdress.  To be sure, there had always been
excentric persons, who, as early as the l;egmmnn’
of this century could tell about the delicions
warmth and the dream-like beauty of the snow-
covered mountaing, — but they remained * odd
fellows.” The masses of the population did not
come and they even ridiculed these courageous
pioneers of this new implement who often were
obliged to learn the new art of ski-ing in secret
during the night. Then there came that great
man of the North, Frithjof Nansen and opened
up a new kingdom for amazed mankind — the
winter ski-ing. It was mass-inspiration which
sized mankind, ski-sport became the sport of the
masses — the sport of the people.

A well-known  author matters

once wrote :
¢ Blessed be the poor ski-runners
is rest in the sunshine,

upon sport

— tor theirs

Blessed be those clumsy at ski-ing — tor
- . ' . bl
theirs is the scenery and winter woods,

the ** know-nothings ' — for
theirs is the long day with changing
light and wandering clouds, with the
¢lorious view and tllc Dlisstul dream in
rhe blue distance.™

Blessed  be
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EUROPE’S MOST CELEBRATED HOSTEL.
St. Bernard’s Monastery 'Mid the Snows.

Continued.

By D. J. RyYAN, F.R.G.S.
(In Cork Hzaminer Weekly).

Dun‘/wous Route.

There is a gap in the history of the pass be-
tween the decline of the Roman Empire and the
ninth century. That it was constantly used there
is no doubt. That it was a dangerous route even
when clear of snow is certain, for the traveller
had to beware of avalanches and land slides as
well as of brigands. We know that in the ninth
century large bodies of pilgrims from the north
travelled through the Mons Jovis Pass (at it then
was) on their way to Rome. The inhabitants of
the mountainous country were heathens to whom
a flock of pilgrims were legitimate prey. A mem-
ber of a powerful family seated at Menthon in
Savoy became an Augustine Canon at Aosta,
some miles on the Italian side of the Pass. He
became Archdeacon of the Cathedral Chapter there
and came to the conclusion that the best means
of protecting the pilgrims was to make good
Christians of the mountain people. This he suc-
ceeded in doing and built a hospice at the top of
the Pass whic Il bears his name. It is impossible
to estimate how many wayfarers rested here in
the past twelve hundred vears. They must number
millions. But remember that while most of the
summer visitors nowadays are tourists of one
kind or another it was not until the nineteenth
century that ordinary people began to travel for
plelsmo Until then those who availed of the
help and hospitality of the monks travelled
mostly on busin wnd generally urgent business,
such as finding work.

The monks entertained everybody who came
to the monastery and claimed hospitality, but a
voluntary contribution was expected from those
who could afford it, and in proportion to their

;ank or means. Tt is interesting to note that the
accommodation was up to recently divided into
three grades : one for peasants, one for trading
and professional classes, and a third for nobles.
After the war a line was drawn at motorists, and
anybody arriving with a car will not be now put
up in the Hospice. This is quite reasonable for

Aosta and Martigny are each within an hours
run of either sule.
To meet the demands of the motor tourist

traffic a portion of the buildings were converted
into an hotel and restaurant in 1924, and since
then a traveller can obtain accommodation for
as long as he desires in the ordinary way of busi-
ness. I am not an expert but T imagine that
ordinary lowlanders would not find a long res
dence comfortable at a height of 8,200 feet. T
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have seen people quite giddy on arrival by car.
The feeling wears off in a short time, particularly
when one has a decent lunch in the restaurant.
Still lots of lowlanders from England and Scot-
land and some from Ireland spend the most of
their summer holidays tramping from hut to hut
at from six to seven or eight thousand feet above

sea level, and these are not mountaineering
enthusiasts of the class that fly over Everest.

Incidentally the Pass is 1,500 or 2,000 teet above
the tree line, but botanists will discover hosts of
real Alpine plants 1ight up to the Hospice.
Around it, even in summer, there are few forms
of plant life. When the sun shines it resembles
the sun of an abnormal winter day. You never
have far to go for a handful ot snow, even in July
or August.

Having refreshed yourself at the restaurant,
you will no doubt like to see the monastery. There
is a lovely chapel well worth inspection, even if
vou don’t feel inclined to say a prayer there. There
is no necessity to remind Irish folk that a chapel
or church is not a museum; but I'm sorry to say
some travellers act in a manner that suggest other-
wise. The English libel themselves by saying that
the typical Lll“lhll tourist shocks the unmm-nl‘ll\
by his 1-d>uahw>.~. But I have found them, as a
rule, to respect other people’s places of worship.
I'm afraid our American cousins are less thought-
ful in that regard. 1 have seen many LEnglis
people, whom I knew to be Protestants, put some-

thing in the boxes for offerings in churches they
visit, and saw them do so in the St. Bernard

monastery chapel. I might add that I have seen
Protestant Englishwomen light candles before
shrines. T cannot say the same of either Scoteh
or Americans, The Scotch might do it if you
had time or inclination to argue the matter with

them — they are, as a rule, given that way. You
will probably find many nationalities in the

chapel, and 1f you care to make comparisons of
behaviour you arve free to do so — in your own
mind.

Postmaster-Monk.

Leaving the chapel, turn to the left and go
up a stone staircase until you find yourself in a
long room with many chairs and seats and a long
table with writing materials — the pens, however,
will not write except by brute force.

At one end of the room there is a counter on
which are displayed books, pamphlets, photo-
graphic films, photographs, posteards and sou-
venirs, nick-nacks, such as carved sheep bells,
ete. In charge of this department you
will meet an elderly monk who fills many
offices, official and semi-official.  He is post
master as well as shopkeeper and one of the
best linguists in a land of linguists. I am never
surprised at meeting a man who can keep a con-
versation going in one language at the time, but
here is a man who will keep going in four, five or
six at the same time. ¢ Yes, sir, I speak Eng-
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lish,” and he sells you postcards, stamps, guide
books o1 sheep bells in English, and tells you the
equivalent cost in English currency. You, Herr,
are Allemand, and our friend deals with you in
German ; while you, Signor of Italy, or Senor of
Spain, or Monsieur of France, will find that the
old monks can deal equally well with you. It is
said he knows a number of Italian and all the
Swiss patois and I do not know how many other
tongues.  When I was there he had served for 1
believe thirty years and must have seen hundreds
of thousands of strange faces. As a rule, the
monks spend only eight or ten years at most on the
pass, but this is an exception.

Having purchased your posteards and stamps
vou will find a rubber stamp (much in demand)
at the table. It is a badly treated instrument,
for everybody wants to use it in a hurry, as evi-
dence that he was really at the Hospice. Having
stamped and addressed your posteards to your
friends you drop them into a letter box outside
the door. Continue your tour of the buildings.
In a sort of enclosed backyard you see the kennels
for the famous dogs. Around two o’clock some
of the dogs are allowed out amongst the crowds
of charabane and motor visitors. Now you will
observe a sort of mass dog worship, especially
on the part of numerous old ladies, usually spin-
sters, who want to pat the animals and take their
opictures.” The dogs are used to this sort of
treatment, and invariably looked boved. The day
I was there a hero dog which saved many lives
was brought out. After a few minutes he got
thoroughly fed up and shovelled his way out of
the crowd and in towards the kennels. e was &
modest hero.

I may say that the dogs now at the monastery
are not of the old St. Bernard breed. That got
worn out and was replaced by a cross between the
Inglish mastiff and the Newfoundland. The
mastiff has practically disappeared in England,
and it is curious that if the breed were revived
the revivers would have to go to Switzerland for
it. The dogs are huge fellows, and show strength
and endurance in every part.  They are very
intelligent and highly trained for the work they
have to do in winter.

In days gone by, but not so very long ago,
winter must have been a lonely dreary and trying
time at the Hospice. It is now, however, con-
nected by telephone with Aosta, on the Ttalian
side, and with Orsieres and Martigny, on the Swiss
side. It has a wireless installation and is a
meteorological station.

On to Italy.

Your thirst for knowledge or your curiosity
satiated at the monastery, you will want to pass
out to Italy. You will observe a gentleman
in blne uniform and long blue cape, wearing
the red cross of Geneva on his cap, at the gate.
He represents the Swiss Government. He m.\l\o.\
no business with you unless you happen to want to
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