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HE real beauties of Val Bregaglia are little known to travellers, 
though it is used so frequently as a thoroughfare to and from 
the Upper Engadine. How few, for instance, of those who dash 

past in their cars think of mounting to Soglio on its green terrace 
among the chestnuts. Yet Soglio repays the visitor, whether he has 
toiled up from the valley in semi-tropical heat or trembled in his car 
at impossible hairpin bends. He looks at the delicate tracery of the 
pinnacles of Sciara and Ago against the sky; he gapes at the vertical 
walls of Cengalo and Badile. The spell of Bregaglia is on him ; it 
needs not the additional lure of picturesque houses and a genuine 
de Salis ghost to draw him again and again. If he is an artist, he will 
settle down with his paints like Segantini at the end of the last century, 
and days and months will be all too short to do justice to his subject. 
If he is a dreamer , he will lie in the lush meadows among the huge 
6reen grasshoppers and listen to small streams and commune with 
Nature after the manner of his kind. If, however, he is a climber, he 
will not be content to look too long, for the spell of fine weather may not 
hold! 

The huge sweeping precipices of Piz Badile (the ' Shovel ') and the 
razor blade of its N . ridge will draw inevitably our friends' glances 
again and again, as they have captivated climbers for the last fifty years. 
When seen at close range, the smooth grey slabs are even more im
posing. Somehow the mass suggests lava to the mind. It is interesting 
to find in an essay on the geological formations in the Val Bregaglia 
and Masino districts1 that the eminent Professor Nangeroni does not 
regard this idea as nonsense. Researches from 1914 to 1923 prove 
that in prehistoric times a volcano did exist in these parts. Naturally 
the actual crater and much of the rock through which the lava forced 
its way have vanished in the course of ages. Many of the Masino 
mountains, however, as far as the Pioda consist of a substance closely 
allied to lava, once secreted in the depths of the volcano. 

C<?lonel Strutt in his I 92 5 article ' The Grey Twins ' 2 has 
given a summary of all information then .obtainable concerning Piz 
Badile. I would like to repeat very briefly one or two facts about the 
N. arete, then regarded as only a buttress on the great N. face. In the 
fine new S.A.C. Guide,3 however, it has definitely become the ' Nord
grat,' so it seems safe to assume that this well-deserved title has come 
to stay. This N. ridge was first tried by Christian Klucker alone in 

1 Bollettino C.A.I., Sezione di Milano, July and ... .\ugust 1928. 
2 A .J. 37. 1 38-s4. 
3 Bundner Alpen iv, 1935 (A.J. 47· 389-90); 'Spigolo N.' in the new C.A.I. 

Masino-Bregagl£a-Disgrazia, reviewed in this number. 
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I892. About two-thirds of the way up he struck a .Passage of extra
ordinary difficulty and turned back. In I9I r the Italians Gaetano 
Scotti, Angelo and Romano Calegari also returned from this identical 
place, but subsequently climbed the peak from the south and, by many 
mechanical means, lowered a man from above to approximately the 
same spot. No further attempts were made till in I 92 3 Walter Risch 
and Alfred Zurcher triumphantly reached the summit in I I hours 
40 minutes from the base (Einstieg) . The account was most hair-raising 
(Die A/pen, I925, pp. 6 sqq.), and the N. ridge was thereafter left in 
peace for three years. In I926, however, two young Swiss, F. L'Orsa and 
Andre Roch, climbed it in 7 hours from the base. Their route was 
different ; at any rate they never even mentioned the fearful slab, and 
seemed to think the whole thing very straightforward. Since then many 
guideless parties, mostly Swiss, German or Italian, have climbed the 
N . r idge, and it is rapidly becoming popular. The shortest time from 
the base is 3 -~ hours, while the ascent and descent have been done in 
7! hours. 

Piz Badile had tempted me for some time. Ever since I was a child 
I vvas fascinated by the mysterious green light that appears behind the 
Punta di Trubinasca at sunset on clear winter evenings in the Engadine. 
When first I sa-vv those incredible rock pinnacles behind Vicosoprano 
against a deep I tal ian sky, I fell an instant victim to Bregaglia and have 
remained faithful ever since. I{ind friends told me about Masino and 
Val Codera; \Ve climbed from the Forno and Albigna huts. This year 
it seemed to Alexander Graven and myself that no English-speaking 
person or Swiss guide (except Risch) has yet attempted the N. arete of 
Badile. We accordingly resolved to try. M indful of Mummery, I hoped 
that in the course of thirteen years this mountain also had declined 
from the status of the hardest climb in the Alps to an easy day for a 
lady ! We had then read none of the accounts : I never do this before 
a climb on principle, having learned my lesson when Sanger Davies's 
harro-vving pages caused me some sleepless nights on my first visit to the 
Dolomites. Information was hard to come by, as Walter Risch, the best 
authority, had disappeared into his forest fastnesses. One informant 
assured us we MUST carry our boots over the top, so we decided to 
take Simon Raehmi, whom I had already engaged for other climbs. 
This made me feel later what Samivel aptly describes as ' l'alpiniste 
sandwich.' Hardly had it been done when we were told at all costs to 
leave our boots below and to descend the same -vvay! Opinions con
tinued to vary. It was the most perilously exposed climb in the Alps. 
It was a bagatelle, ' viel Geschrei und wenig vVolle.' It was a + 4 
grade (this from an Italian) while the Grepon is only 3~.4 It was far 
easier than the Chamonix Aiguilles or the Dolomites. Clearly there was 
nothing for it but to go and see. 

Promontogno is a pleasant change to one fresh from the severe Enga
dine. There is that happy indefinable sense of languor in the air which 

4 The idea of grading a magnificent mountain as + 4, and a decaying tooth 
like the Torre Trieste as + 6 ' superior,' is criminal. 

What grade is the side of a house, with or without nails ? Editor. 
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THE HEAD OF 'TAL CODERA. Sci ORA HUT \VITH P. BADILE (N. IHDGE To RIGHT). 

[To face p. ~51. 
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LAST PORTIO~ OF BAD I I.E N. RIDGE FRO:\l SU::VLVIIT (FOHESI-IORTENED ) . 
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belongs only to the sunny South ; the picturesque houses seem to 
spring out of the soil, and the spaghetti and luscious fruit savour of 
Italy. The walk to the Sciara hut is exceedingly beautiful, though it 
partakes somewhat of the nature of a Turkish bath. It is encouraging 
to observe how our N. arete, appearing quite sheer from the valley, 
gradually assumes a slope far from the perpendicular. 

The Sciara is one of the few huts still using its original book, dating 
from the inauguration in 1906. It is somewhat sad to see the many 
names of well-known. British climbers recorded before the war and their 
almost complete disappearance in later years. Few young members of 
the Alpine Club find their way to the Bregaglia, yet it is still one of the 
unspoilt districts in Switzerland. Not to mention the good Italian huts 
to be reached from Masino and Chiesa, the three Swiss huts, Forno, 
Albigna and Sciora, afford access to any number of snow and rock peaks 
in every grade of difficulty. It is a very happy hunting-ground for the 
guideless climber, while there is also plenty of scope for those who like 
ascents of the Eigerwand stamp. 

We spent a pleasant evening, watching a well-known men1ber of 
the Alpine Club converting suspicious-looking powder into very 
palatable milk and trying our Italian on two shy young men. Simon 
and I are fairly fluent: Graven's _Italian vocabulary is limited to about 
ten words, all very much to the point. ' Spigolo?' he at .once inquired, 
waving airily towards the Badile. This provoked enthusiastic ' Si's', 
and contact was established. We discovered in the hut book that we 
were parties 53 and 54 respectively. The Badile N. ridge still takes 
itself very seriously and, like the hapless ducks at the Tour d'Argent 
Restaurant in Paris, each party has a number, which is recorded faith
fully in a special book deposited halfway up the ridge. Thus there can 
be no cheating! Most Italian climbers however now start from the 
Sassfura shepherds' hut, so inevitably there must soon be confusion in 
the different records. 

Next morning the weather was more than doubtful, but one could 
but try. Scrambling by lantern-light among moraines and crevasses 
of the Cengalo Glacier was by far the worst part of the day. We reached 
the top of the Viale Pass in 2 hours. There the skies looked so lowering 
that we waited for the thick pall of cloud to lift from the Engadine, 
before ascending the steep snow slope leading to the base. Here we 
deposited boots and t\vo ice axes and took a last look at guide-books. 
We set off at 7.30 A.M., after committing to memory the one vital in
struction: 'Sempre sullo spigolo.' This we promptly disobeyed, while 
our Italian friends preferred the arete. The latter proved pleasanter, 
and the two routes join at the place where the early parties found a 
coil of rope. Then followed more 'spigolo,' till _about a third of the 
way up we struck the only very difficult step. This is not the spot where 
Klucker turned back, but all the parties have recorded it. It consists 
of a very smooth slab of over 70 ft., followed by an even smoother 
traverse of about zo ft ., after which a scramble leads back to the crest 
again. We needed 130ft. of rope here (we had taken one rope of 150ft. 
and one of 100 ft. in view of a possible descent the same way) and 
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thankfully made use of the four pitons we found. In all, we discovered 
about sixteen pitons during the whole climb, but they are quite un
necessary for the ascent, except in this one place. 

We now followed in the steps of l'Orsa and Roch, with occasional 
deviations to the W., one traverse on to the E. side, followed by a 
chimney back to the an~te. This chimney is invisible from the ridge 
below. We turned the last gendarme by a traverse on the E. and 
reached the summit at 12.30 (5 hours from the base). 

The climbing was interesting throughout, though not really hard 
according to Chamonix and Dolomite standards except on the one 
slab mentioned. Later we were informed that ' 4th grade ' is 
always easier on granite than elsewhere ! The rock is mostly good, 
but the lichen plays ghastly havoc with finger-tips. We were all three 
completely mystified by the absence of the terrific place 5 vvhich defeated 
not only the Italians in 191 I but Klucker himself, and which cost Risch 
and Z i.ircher hours of struggle. Can the mountain have changed like 
II Gallo ? 

A sharp hailstorm disturbed our speculations. Casting regretful 
glances down the precipice in the direction of our boots, we decided it 
would be wiser to descend to Italy after all. 

The S. buttress of the Badile is easy in everything but the possibility 
of holding the right course, for the whole mountain-side seems now to 
be riddled and honeycombed with paths. By keeping steadily to the 
crest after the first descent, then striking E., we reached its foot without 
losing our way more than once. The whole S. side must be a botanist's 
paradise. Never have I seen such exquisite Eritrichium; every crevice 
of the grey rock is covered with patches of the brightest sky blue. 

The Gianetti hut was friendly and welcoming. We noticed no 
further British names in the book since I was there with Hans Brant
schen in 1932, and had so horrified people at the hut by traversing from 
the Badile to the Punta Sertori without Kletterschuhe, which we neither 
of us owned at that titne. Parties 53 and 54 happily toasted the 
'spigolo ' in Valtellina wine, which visibly improved our Italian 
vocabulary. The vexed question arose of how to rejoin our boots. 
Graven opted for the Pas so di Bon do, Kletterschuhe or no Kletterschuhe, 
and events proved him to be right. Unluckily, Simon and I were 
carried away by the honeyed words of party 54 and of the hut guardian, 
who assured us that most young Italians aiming for the N. ridge of 
Badile took the northern Passo di Porcellizzo to the head of Val Codera 
and then the Bocchetta della Teggiola to the Sassfura shepherds' 
hut! 6 (We had left both guide-books in Switzerland, and I had a 

5 Where the crest appears too forbidding for further progress, the last
named party turned to the left on to the N.E. slope for some 200 ft. ; here 
the work became most trying until an extremely difficult crevice enabled them 
to work back on to the crest. This was the spot where the Italians in 1911 

and Klucker in his o'vn, very definite, opinion failed and had to descend. 
The Risch-Zurcher turning movement has never been re-attempted by Risch. 
Presumably this is the place referred to by Miss Corning as 'the very smooth 
slab of 70 ft.' See A.J. 37· 147 and footnote 31. The matter is of small 
importance. Editor. 

6 The Bocchetta della T eggiola leads to Castasegna. 
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most instructive time later reading the admirable admonitions in the 
Climbers' Guide.) Graven shook his head, but as a stranger to the 
district he was overruled. I murmured ' Military,' mindful of earlier 
mishaps in that region, but Simon assured me he possessed a magic 
letter signed by the great General Manaresi himself and that there 
could b e no difficulty. There was no more to be said. 

We started next day in lowering clouds. They lifted, however, on 
the N. Passo di Porcellizzo, which we reached in one hour, showing a 
glorious vision of Monte Rosa in the blue distance, fran1ed by wild rock 
peaks. In spite of an unpleasantly steep descent, I was frankly delighted 
to see Val Codera again. Surely it is unsurpassed in the Alps for sheer 
wildness and its untouched quality. The only valleys I can compare with 
it are the Val di Genova near Pinzolo and the Floite in the Zillertal 
Alps. I shall always be grateful for my introduction to the latter earlier 
this year, even though we descended it in a prize storm, with torrents 
of water dripping down our necks ! But Val Codera is even more 
savage. Marmots squeaked aggressively at us, and a chamois bounded 
across a steep snow slope ahead. I should not have been surprised to see 
a wolf. The lower slopes were bright with Alpine roses on August 21, 

1936 ! Far below, the green pastures of Alp Coeder looked like a 
haven of peace. Alas, this haven was not for us. We gazed alternately 
at the sharp Punta and the very blunt Pizzo di Trubinasca (why are 
they not reversed ?) , 7 and ascended the next glen. 

Ten minutes below the top of the Bocchetta della Teggiola the 
worst happened two Alpini appeared silhouetted against the horizon 
and started bounding toward us. With one consent we sat down and 
fell upon the remaining food. 'Who knows,' said Graven gloomily, 
'when we shall eat again.' The soldiers were very young and very 
bored. They spend three days at a time on the bleak pass in a wretched 
stone shanty, and it does not agree with them. They fell on us with 
zeal. The innocent contents of our rucksacks did not interest them, our 
dishevelled persons were suspicious enough. They pored at length over 
our documents both ways up and did not like the look of the Egyptian 
and Greek visas on my passport. Simon's lovely letter from Manaresi 
fell flat, as they had never heard of him. I mentioned the magic names 
of Bonacossa and Corti, but even these universal talismen awoke no 
spark of recognition. The soldiers had not heard of Promontogno, 
though Bondo was vaguely familiar and they seemed to have heard of a 
mountain called Badile, but were not sure. Finally they announced 
that we could not cross any passes, because it was forbidden; nor could 
we descend to the valley because we had not entered Italy legally at all. 
Clearly we were encumbrances of the soil. I decided to try the feminine 
touch. 1'o the horror of the guides, I gulped audibly and announced 
in what I hoped was a quavering and pathetic voice that I was dead 
tired, and that if they wished me to go anywhere but the nearest way 
home they would have to carry me. The soldiers were very slim ; 
they gazed respectfully at my not inconsiderable bulk ; they wavered. 

7 ' D ente ' for the sharp ' Punta ' was suggested in the Coolidge Climbers' 
Guide, and is upheld in the n ew C.A.I. Guida, p. 116. Editor. 
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Simon clinched the matter with the noble lie that we had meant to go 
to the Passo di Trubinasca and not the Teggiola. Their faces cleared. 
We learned that Teggiola was impossible because their commanding 
officer was at Alp Coeder, watching every movement on the pass through 
a telescope ! One of them offered to take us up the Passo di Trubinasca 
by the back way. This was done and we parted good friends, but with 
mutual relief, at the top. The steep descent in worn-out, soaking 
Kletterschuhe -vvas our idea of Purgatory if not worse. We had every 
form of it : loose rocks, snow, a little ice, boulders, large and small, 
and finally very steep slopes of long and intensely slippery grass, which 
was worst of all. The track to Sassfura is long since overgrown. All 
the same, our adventure with the soldiers was a blessing in disguise, 
for how we could have crossed the Teggiola and ever rejoined our boots, 
none of us can now imagine. Nowadays it is definitely safer and also 
much shorter to stick to the Bondo Pass. 

From Sassfura the guides went to get the boots, while I descended 
with a local shepherd and his lady. Charming, full of joie de vi7.Jre and 
very thickly shod, they eschewed the path and leapt lightly down an 
almost perpendicular grass slope. They were pained at my somewhat 
erratic progress and clearly did not believe that such a creature had ever 
been near Badile. Once in the Bondasca glen, the cobbly path to 
Promontogno was almost a treat. In the hotel a kind friend offered his 
own exquisite China tea. I prefer to draw a veil over the amount of 
cups we drank, while the old-fashioned fountain played, the crickets 
chirped and the evening sun touched up our 'spigolo ' far above us. 
It was sad to leave our wild fastnesses for the more obvious (but to ~e 
less real) beauties of the Bernese 0 berland, the embarrassing publicity 
of telescopes, the train-loads of tourists. Surely during the fine weather 
at the end of August the number of parties on the N. ridge of Piz Badile 
has risen to the 6o's or even the 70's ? Let us hope that before it rises 
to Ioo, some members of the Alpine Club may be included. Given fine 
weather, this really is a fine climb, free from objective dangers, and 
none will return from it disappointed. 

Doubtless the future holds much in store for the N. ridge of Badile. 
In due course a large Badile hut will arise among the thistles of Alp 
Sassfura, so that on fine days numerous caravans will disport themselves 
on the arete. Meanwhile, Eigerwand and other N. faces having 
long since been conquered, hordes of young desperadoes will vie with 
each other for the privilege of being killed on the great grey, greasy 
Badile N. wall. Perhaps then Professor Nangeroni's hidden volcano 
will revive, and the outraged mountain will pour torrents of boiling lava 
over its besiegers. But we who love the mountain now will not be there 
to see, for we shall prefer to safeguard our memories of a · Bregaglia 
unspoilt and untamed, where 

' Mountains rise like spears, 
Silver and sharp against the scarlet day.' 

[We must express our grateful thanks to the writer of this inspiring 
paper. Editor.] 
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