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CORSICA IN SUMMER 

D. J. MUNNS

For the climber who likes to approach his mountains with a 
good map in one hand and a guide book in the other, Corsica will 
have few attractions. If, in addition, he delights in the cosy intimacy 
of crowded huts and in frequent cheery encounters with other 
parties on the mountains, he should at all costs avoid this island 
where one may live and climb for days, meeting no one but a few 
goatherds and where hut facilities are negligible. But for those 
who are not completely alienated by such deficiencies there may be 
something to be said for the He de Beaute as a climbing centre, and it 
is the object of this article to try to say it. A single visit, spent 
mostly in walking and camping with no serious climbing, is ad 
mittedly a poor qualification for starting to write about a district. 
But the sort of information which the intending climber requires 
is in this case so sparse that a first visit must inevitably be mainly 
exploratory. We shall know better what to do next time, and 
meanwhile our experience may be helpful to others. For the benefit 
of those who, like ourselves, start from a position of maximum 
ignorance we will give some simple general information before going 
on to recount something of our own not-very-thrilling adventures.

Corsica is a department of France. It is about 110 miles long 
by 50 miles wide and has a falling population recently put at about 
260,000. French is the official language, but the local dialect 
contain a good deal of Italian. The island lies 200 miles south-east 
of the French Riviera and may be reached in about ten hours by 
boats of the French Line sailing overnight from Nice or Marseilles, 
or in one hour by air from Nice to Bastia. It has several mountains 
or mountain groups over 8,000 feet of which the highest is Monte 
Cinto, 8,950 feet. In places the lower slopes of the mountains are 
clothed in magnificent forests of pine, chestnut or beech, the only 
visible commercial assets of the island. Much damage has been 
done to these by fire. If a forest fire is reported, every active Corsican 
must at once leave what he is doing (which is probably not very 
much) and help to beat it out. Apart from a small amount of 
cultivation in coastal areas the remainder of the island is barren 
stony ground and mountain, or is covered by the notorious, sweet- 
scented and impenetrable maquis. This is a tangle of assorted 
shrubs (heather, briar, briony, rosemary, lavender, fennel, arbutus, 
myrtle, viburnum, cistus, lentisque, juniper, mezereon, broom, 
gorse, bay, oleander, datura, terebinthe, to mention a few) which in 
summer forms a barrier between sea-coast and mountain top, 
negotiable only at a few points. The tracks of foresters or goatherds
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may be followed through the woods and up the river valleys until the 
open hillside is reached at 4000-5000 feet. Here will usually be 
found bergeries, the simple little stone huts in which goatherds live 
during the summer months, milking the goats and ewes which browse 
on small flowering plants amongst the rocks (for broadly speaking 
there is no grass on the island). To the shelter of these tiny, crude 
and smoke-filled dwellings the visitor is made welcome 
by their kindly occupants, but he will probably prefer a tent, a cave, 
or the open hillside. No offence will be taken by the goatherds 
who already fill the floor-space with their palliasses, provided their 
gifts of goatsmilk and fresh cheese are accepted and devoured with 
a proper show of relish. The camping site will be stony, but a spring 
of good water is sure to be found near the bergeries and dead branches 
of juniper and dwarf alder make excellent fuel.

Information on internal transport and hotel facilities should 
be sought from the Syndicat d'lnitiative at Ajaccio. A single, 
narrow-gauge railway line spans the island from Ajaccio to Bastia, 
with a branch line from Ponte Vecchio down to Calvi. The wide 
motor-rail coaches which run along these narrow rails several times 
per day sway alarmingly as they contour the precipitous mountain 
slopes. Two devices are employed to fortify the nervous passenger. 
Stimulants may be purchased at all hours from a bar at the end of 
the coach, whilst the possibility of the coach overturning and trapping 
the occupants has been foreseen and provided for. A huge hammer 
hangs reassuringly on the wall, ready for use in an emergency. The 
bus services would be of greater value if any factual information 
on departure times were available. Generally speaking, a bus will 
leave most places in the morning or evening several days per week. 
Three or four enquiries should be made locally and the answers 
averaged. On some roads lifts may be had on timber wagons. We 
used this method to get from Albertacce to a point near the Col de 
Vergio on a day when no bus ran. The driver would accept no reward, 
an attitude in keeping with that of the goatherds and other friendly 
mountain folk who seemed delighted to meet and help strangers. 
The donkey is still the standard form of hill transport and Loiseau 
(see below) recommends that one should be bought and sold again 
at the end of the holiday. After a few tentative enquiries we decided 
this might be unwise without a thorough knowledge of the second 
hand market and some appreciation of the animal's finer points. 
As Loiseau cautions, " L'Achat d'un ane est une science! II est 
necessaire de se rendre compte: sinon, on vous fera payer tres cher 
une rossinante au pied tremblant de vieillesse." For the installation 
of high camps it might on occasion be convenient to hire one, com 
plete with driver. We exhausted ourselves unduly by heavy back 
packing. .
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Hotels are graded from five-star (grand conforts) down to one- 
star (tres simple, sans conforts), the better grades being all more or less 
expensive. The hotels "without comforts," for example the one 
in Albertacce, are extremely reasonable in price and interesting as 
an experience. Food is good if one enjoys fresh trout which abound 
in all the hill streams, langouste, which is a local speciality, and 
broccia, the rather strong, white, goatsmilk cheese. The light red 
vin-du-pays costs one-and-sixpence per litre and a bottle is included 
with all restaurant meals.

Something should be said about equipment. Maps are not com 
pletely lacking. There is an excellent one by Michelin (1:200,000) 
which shows the general shape of the island and the location of the 
principal peaks. The Carte d'Etat-Major (1:50,000) goes into some 
additional detail but is by no means wholly reliable and has no 
surveyed contours. Their absence would be less serious if the map- 
maker had been restrained from filling in with a lot of heavy shading 
which makes everything else illegible. Since these maps are 
virtually unobtainable it is not particularly important. We were 
overcome with amazement and gratitude when a young Frenchman 
in Albertacce made us a present of one, but we had yet to learn 
that these maps are amongst the things which it is more blessed 
to give than to receive. There is no climbing guidebook. A 
tourist guide (Guide Bleu, Hachette) gives a little information on how 
to approach some of the better-known mountains, and Itineraires 
de La Corse by J. Loiseau, also in French, is well worth getting. 
For further information search must be made in some of the older 
books and club journals. Finch's "Making of a Mountaineer" 
contains an interesting chapter which has become the classic British 
reference, and there are articles in La Montagne, 1930 and Die 
Alpen, 1954.

A tent is, in our opinion, well worth taking, in spite of all that 
may be said about sleeping in caves, grottos or bergeries. A 
sleeping bag is also needed at 5,000 feet. The primus which we 
carried was useful in bad weather and in forests where it is dangerous 
to light a fire, but for the most part we cooked on wood fires. 
Vibrams would certainly be the best type of footwear, for the terrain 
everywhere is either stony or hard slippery rock. We found it very 
tiring in nailed boots. In summer, snow is absent except for small 
patches near the higher summits. There is plenty of good firm 
rock, red granite and similar material, and the keen rock-climber 
will want rubbers and a rope. Most of the major summits can be 
reached by walking or by climbing of moderate difficulty not 
necessitating a rope, provided the correct route can be found. This 
would not be true of the Capo Tafonato and many interesting but
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less well-known mountains, and there are undoubtedly difficult 
rock summits and pinnacles in many areas which have yet to be 
climbed. There are also fine rock faces to be explored. Such 
climbs as have been done, as for instance Finch's route on the 
north-east face of Paglia Orba, have not been recorded in detail 
so that there will usually be no question of following a recognised 
route. The climber must choose his line and try to make it go.

Finally, there are one or two matters about which the intending 
visitor should be warned. First of all the weather; in July and 
August there is seldom any rain, but it is hot, very hot. No doubt 
it would be better to go earlier in the year, but we are writing from 
experience of July and for those who must take their brief holiday 
in high summer. At this season the would-be climber who lands 
at Calvi or Ajaccio is liable to be dazed by the impact of fierce heat 
and blinding glare and repair rapidly to the blue waters of the Gulf 
of Porto to recover. There, relaxed in the shade of palms and 
eucalyptus trees, it is unlikely that he will again bring himself 
seriously to consider the fantastic idea of trying to walk uphill. 
There is only one remedy. Initial momentum must carry the climber 
directly to the fresher atmosphere of the high pasturages before 
the native hue of his resolution has faded in the sunlight. Above 
about 4,000 feet it is once more possible to entertain the idea of 
climbing a mountain, and a 5 a.m. start will make it possible to 
reach the summit before radiation becomes too intense and heat- 
haze has obscured the view. Certain coastal areas, particularly 
in the east, are to be avoided. They are swampy and said to be 
malarial. The renowned bandits no longer terrorise the island, 
but they have been replaced by a more insidious threat to the 
traveller's purse in the form of a budding tourist industry which is 
active chiefly in a few much publicised centres around the coast. 
For all these reasons no time should be lost in attaining a relatively 
safe altitude.

To recount all our wanderings on this first exploratory visit 
would be lengthy and tedious. Two ascents, Monte Cinto and 
Paglia Orba, may be of interest. Arriving by air at Bastia, we 
managed to get train and bus the same day up to Asco (2040 ft.), 
an ancient village strikingly situated above a series of spectacular 
gorges. Its single hotel has recently been rebuilt by M. Guerrini 
(who is mayor of the commune) and it is efficiently run by his family. 
He was most helpful with advice and supplies of food. Beyond 
Asco a track continues up the Stanciacone through the forest of 
Carozzica. Up this track we walked the next day carrying our 
tent and three days' supplies. The route is one of great beauty,
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Capo Tafonato, from the Lower Rocks of Paglia, Orba.
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and despite the heat and our heavy loads we were fascinated by this 
first taste of a new country, new scents, new plants, new birds, 
amongst the latter a colourful local species, the Corsican woodchat 
shrike. After three hours a decision must be made either to keep 
on upstream to the Bergeries de Stagno or to strike steeply up the 
wooded slopes on the left to the Bergeries de Manica. We had 
already resolved on the latter course, which is the route to Cinto, 
but it would be equally interesting and perhaps even preferable to 
put a camp at Stagno and spend a few days climbing its cirque of 
wild and little-known mountains.

It would be difficult to imagine a more delightful camp-site 
than Manica. Here, on the upper edge of the forest at 4,360 feet, 
the tall pines become more scattered and a clearing can be found 
near the stream which descends over polished white slabs and 
amongst immense boulders left by a long extinct glacier. A dark 
green line of dwarf alder marks the watercourse far up towards 
the Col al Borba. Supper, a clear cool evening, a rich orange glow 
on the jagged ridges, the fragrance of smouldering pine-logs, the 
monotonous cry of a scops owl, and we retired contentedly to our 
sleeping bags, anticipating an early start for Cinto. But the morning 
was cloudy and the lurid colours of the sunrise portended a break 
in the weather. Rain is not to be expected in July, but 1954 was an 
exceptionally bad season. We had only this one wet day but at 
one time, towards evening, the downpour was so fierce that it sprayed 
through the tent fabric and soaked everything. Later on the rain 
ceased and by 10 p.m. we had our sleeping bags drying in front of a 
crackling fire.

The following morning the weather was still cloudy, but showed 
signs of improving and at 6.45 a.m. we decided to start. Crossing 
the stream we struck directly up towards the Col and it was a shock 
to come across occasional paint splashes on the rocks. The fact is 
that Monte Cinto shares with Monte d'Oro the doubtful honour 
of being one of Corsica's tourist mountains. M. Guerrini, fired 
with ambition to see his beloved Asco a sort of local Zermatt, had 
sent some of his hard-worked offspring to mark out a practicable 
route to the summit. Much as we deplored this act, it must be 
granted that without some such indication of the route we should 
certainly not have reached the top in the scheduled five hours and 
might well have been defeated on the first attempt. From the Col 
al Borba, which we reached in 2| hours, the route winds amongst 
some little pools below the impressive north-west face of the moun 
tain and climbs round to the right of this cliff to another less definite 
col. From here onwards we were in mist and had great difficulty 
in deciding exactly what we were doing. The map was useless and
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we were reduced to scrambling about in a chaos of rocks looking 
for the next splash of paint. From the second col the route des 
cended several hundred feet on the far side (S. of S.W. face) of the 
mountain and then traversed left along ledges on a fairly steep 
face until an upward traverse brought us onto a ridge not far below 
the summit. This ridge appeared to come up from the south-east 
and the impression was that we had made almost a complete circle 
round the upper part of the mountain. In clear weather it should 
be possible to take a more direct and interesting route, but the 
climbing would probably be much more difficult. In particular the 
steep rock face above the pools should be examined. It must be 
about 1,000 feet high and is split by great clefts and gullies which 
may well afford excellent routes. Our time was five hours from 
camp to summit. We met no one on the mountain and the almost 
complete absence of any scratched route suggests that the expenditure 
on paint is not yet yielding worthwhile dividends.

There are several other peaks which should be climbed while 
in the Asco district, for example the Capo al Berdato and the Capo 
Bianco. But having lost a day due to rain our programme decreed 
that we should move on to our next objective, the Paglia Orba. 
From the village of Albertacce there are two approaches to this 
mountain. The Viro valley, reached via Calasima, has a well- 
known bivouac site, the Grotte des Anges, from which Paglia Orba, 
Capo Tafonato, Capo Ucello, Punta Minuta and the traverse of the 
Cinque Frati may all be attempted. We chose to put our tent at 
the Bergeries de Tula in the upper Golo valley at a point only a 
little below the Col du Maure between Paglia Orba and Capo 
Tafonato. A lift on a timber wagon to the Maison Forestiere de 
Popaja gave us a good start but still left four or five hours of heavy 
going up the Golo, at times losing the indefinite track and pushing 
through very rough boulders and scrub. Countless lizards swarmed 
over the rocks and a long green snake which writhed across just in 
front of us destroyed my wife's peace of mind for several days. 
We climbed finally up a rocky gorge and reached the open, upper 
valley and the bergeries at dusk on a perfect evening. Here, at over 
5,000 feet, there were no trees except the inevitable dwarf alders, 
lining the stream which flows over colourful red and green slabs. 
A full moon rose as we arranged our camp at a point some way 
above the bergeries.

Next morning we were soon up to the col and scanning the steep 
red cliffs of Paglia Orba for a suitable route. Climbing of any 
degree of difficulty may be selected according to taste. The direct 
route from the col proved too hard for us so we moved round to the

12



17. 0350

Th
e 

C
am

p 
at

 
Tu

la
. 

C
ap

o 
T

af
on

at
o 

an
d 

P
ag

li
a,

 
O

rb
a.



19. 0352

right and followed a line of gullies and ledges which brought us to the 
first summit without serious difficulty. An eagle circled overhead 
and was identified as Bonelli's. After walking over to the main 
summit (8,300 ft.) we returned to the col to have a look at the Capo 
Tafonato. This is the celebrated mountain with a hole through it. 
By a fairly obvious series of ledges we climbed up to the hole which 
is about 100 feet long by 50 feet high and has steep rock above and 
below it. The traverse of the mountain is a more serious proposition 
and would make a good expedition for a strong party, but it looked 
much too hard to be included in our rather timid reconnaissance. 
From the col to the north summit is reputed to be fairly straight 
forward. The descent from the south summit involves roping down 
several towers.

A traverse leftwards from the hole brought us at length on to 
easier ground and down to the camp which we found in serious 
disorder. A herd of semi-wild pigs had been in to dinner and had 
done themselves well. The bergers, seeing our plight, brought gifts 
of bread and sugar. In return they desired to be photographed and 
insisted on watching while we ate a pan full of warm, freshly curdled 
goatsmilk which they had strained off in the cheese basket and 
sweetened with crushed sugar. To do this without being sick and 
with some show of pleasure and gratitude was a severe test, which 
we passed with no marks to spare.
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