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THE TAMING OF THE RHONE

The River Rhone has been cele-
brated during the recent coloured and
joyous “fétes du Rhone ™ at Sion. This
river, which the people of Valais now
celebrate, has brought them untold
hardships in the past.  This was the
case in that November of 1779, when
Goethe, coming from Chamonix
through the Balme pass, descended on
the Rhone valley. He was riding up-
valley between St. Maurice and the
Furka, when, on the lap from Martigny
to Sierre, he and his companions
arrived at Tiddes, where the bridge had
been carried away by floods. He turned
back and rode for an hour and a half
down to Fully, where he managed to
bring his horses to the right bank of the
river, not without some worries, on a
tottering old wooden bridge. He had
noted during his journey that “The
Rhone wrought distressing damage in
this narrow country”. The plain has a
desolate look and the sandy banks are
just good for alders and willows. That
same evening, he makes the lap from
Sion to Sierre on foot. Just before St.
Leonard, a guide directs him with good
fortune across some nasty waterlogged
places, but “the sight of this wondrous-
ly beautiful valley ” has awoken in him
“good and happy thoughts”. These
few observations: by the great German
writer during his journey through the
Valais give us an idea of what the
Rhone wvalley was like two hundred
years ago.

During centuries, its inhabitants
were the helpless witness of the devast-
ation brought about by the spates of
the Rhone. The Chronicle of Marius
of Aventicum relates already how, in
580. the crops were destroyed by an
overflowing of the river. Since 1086,
year when the melting of the snows
“flooded the whole plain of Valais”,
the pranks of the Rhone have pro-
duced desolation in the valley innumer-
able times. In 1469, all the bridges
were carried away. The flood of 1640
left only the bridges of Grengiols,
Morel and St. Maurice intact. Nearer
to us, the floods of 1860 and the high
waters of 1868, 1920, 1935 and 1938
have caused considerable damages.

The cantonal archives of the
Valais give a good record of the efforts
that have been devoted since the year
1532 in guarding against floods but
they were pallid compared to the tem-
pers of the river. The absence of any
common plan made them inefficient in
most cases. It was in the early 19th
century that cantonal and communal
authorities realised the necessity of
concerting and co-ordinating their
efforts in building defences against
future floods. The riverside communes
were held by new laws to upkeep their
stretch of bank under the supervision
of the Canton. During the first thirty
years of the 19th century, important
protections were built between Vouvry
and Brigue, but they were generally

spaced to far apart to eliminate all
risk of a serious flood.

It was after the devastating high
waters of September 1860 that the State
Council of Valais asked for the finan-
cial help of the Confederation. The
Federal Council declared that it was
ready to examine a demand for subsi-
dies for a project of embanking of the
river which would prevent further cata-
strophies. This project was presented
to the Federal Houses in December
1860, and adopted, after a few modi-
fications, by the decree of 28th July
1863. The Confederation was to
finance a third of its cost and supervise
its execution. The project had been
conceived by the cantonal engineer
Venetz who, having died in 1859, was
never to see its realisation. The pro-
jected correction of the river consisted
of an embanking of two parallel and
insubmersible dykes to be reinforced
and linked every thirty metres by
fenders perpendicular to the flow of the
river. These, plunging from the height
of the outer dyke to low water level,
were facing each other from bank to
bank. A succession of narrow passes,
in which low waters could flow, were
thus created between the fenders.
High waters were to be contained by
the outer dykes. The project also in-
cluded the elimination of a number of
bends in order to increase the slope of
the river and speed up its current.
These works advanced very slowly, this
being partly due to the slowness with
which the Simplon railway, on which
the works depended, was being con-
structed. Between 1860 and 1880, it
only managed to progress from Sion to
Brigue.

The containment of the Rhone was
such an endeavour, that it could only
be completed in successive stages. It
remained, however, the foundation of
all subsequent works until 1930.

Although these works were judged
satisfactory by the 1880’s as they were
securing to a large extent the safety of
the valley and allowing its exploita-
tion, they were not to bring all the
results expected of them. The river
bed had been steadily rising along cer-
tain stretches, in spite of continuous
dredging. The corrected Rhone no
longer seemed able to carry along
down to Lake Geneva the millions of
cubic metres of gravel its affluents were
pouring in each year. Faced with this
alarming situation, a commission of
experts suggested warping the plain i.e.,
letting the overflowing sediments spill
onto it, and a bill was adopted to this
end in 1907. But the warping of the
Rhone valley proved impracticable, be-
cause too much of it was already under
cultivation. The necessary alternative
was to try to reproduce the original
river-bed profile on the menacing
stretches. After some trials, it was
decided to hem in the Rhone more
tightly, so that its carrying-power
could be increased through augmented
speed of flow. It was decided to fill
the spaces between the fenders with

rocks to a height of two metres above
low water level. In this way, both
low and normally high waters were
confined to a narrow channel which
had none of the damaging eddies pro-
duced by the projecting fenders, and
the exceptionally high waters could
spill above this enrockment, and be
contained by the outer dykes.

These works were only possible
with the untiring efforts of generations.
The systematic correction of the river
undertaken in 1863 was a truly gigantic
task, considering the small resources of
the population and the inadequate
technical means of those days. Earth
had initially to be displaced by hand.
Untoward difficulties were constantly
delaying the completion of the pro-
grammes. It was constantly necessary
to repair damages caused by overflow
of the river, and to rebuild, heighten
and strengthen the dykes.

But these hardships paid off. Be-
tween the inner dykes, the river has
today built itself a very deep bed and
only rises to the level of the valley in
exceptional cases. The plain is today
protected, drained and cultivated. The
unhealthy swamps of older days have
dissapeared and given place to beauti-
ful orchards that have become a source
of prosperity to the inhabitants of the
valley. The Rhone, daunted at last,
is now a source of riches and strength.

Translated by P.M.B. from

“Treize Etoiles”, Sion.

MODERN PROMOTION FOR

ANCIENT CUSTOMS

About 100 competitions will, in
the course of this year, again be a
source of joy, excitement and delightful
entertainment to the fans of Switzer-
land’s most sporting game. Leading
the parade is the Federal Wrestling
and Alpine Festival which is going to
take place on 23rd and 24th August in
Bienne, the city of the future. A long-
playing record is to be made for this
occasion, In addition to the official
festival song “Chidchi Manne” (“Strong
men”) the record offers a good selec-
tion of yodel songs, natural yodelling
and folk music from various regions.
The purpose is clear: publicity for
Switzerland’s national games and
ancient customs, aimed particularly at
young people and all those who are not
familiar with Swiss wrestling, pushing
stones, flag waving, yodelling, blowing
the alpine horn, “Hornussen” (a ball
game played only in this region) and
the variety of folklore connected with
them. The record will not doubt induce
many foreign visitors to use their holi-
day to get acquainted with typical
Swiss customs going back to ancient
times. ~ What could impress foreign
tourists more than a genuine mountain
wrestling meeting that radiates real love
for one’s country . . .



The record will be delivered in an
illustrated folder which contains not
only a description of the songs and
information on the development of folk
music but also interesting things about
Swiss wrestling and its history.

(S.N.T.O.)

CRIME AND DISASTER

Over five million francs of damage
resulted in the fire of three industrial
firms at Oberarth, a leather goods
manufacturers, a silk spinning firm and
a hand weaving undertaking, all of
which had their work rooms on the
same premises.

The Zurich police was able to
solve a murder committed in Marocco
by a German, and the “biggest criminal
of Switzerland” — by his own account
— Richard Zuesli has been given life
imprisonment, whilst an international
criminal “trio” (one Tunisian and two
[talians) was tried in Zurich and given
massive imprisonment as well as 15
years of re-entry prohibition into Swit-
zerland. 75 people were found involved
in a drug affair in the Grisons, and a
smaller number in Lausanne and in
Zurich.

In the bank note forgery, a total of
17 people have been arrested, many of
them British subjects. 5,500 forged
notes and a private plane have so far
been confiscated.

A tragic accident happened at the

national car rally Naters-Platten
(Valais), where a driver lost control of
his car and ran into a group of specta-
tors, causing the death of five and
injury to fifteen people. The driver
was unhurt.

(A.T.S.)

MATTMARK

Inauguration of Power Works

One of the last remaining power
works in the Swiss Alps — apart from
the Engadine works and Emosson, still
under construction — was inaugurated
on 25th June. On the eve of the great
day, a commemoration mass was cele-
brated for the workmen who lost their
lives during the ten years of construc-
tion, especially the victims of the
avalanche of rock and ice which
crashed onto the site on 30th August
1965, killing 88 men.

Federal Councillor Bonvin was the
chief speaker at the opening ceremony.
As an engineer, he had been personally
engaged in the preparatory plans years
ago.

The Federation of Swiss Electricity
Works had given a celebration at Mon-
treux earlier in the month for all their
employees who had completed 25 years

of service. The Federation comprises
442 undertakings with 16,000 em-
ployees.

(A.T.S.)

HOW DO YOU RATE

YOURSELE?

A Manitoba women’s organisation
asked its members how they rated
themselves. Many are the societies and
groups within the Swiss community in
the United Kingdom, and no doubt,
members differ here as elsewhere. To
examine our own qualities in this light
may bring realisation of shortcomings
and good points. So here goes:

A lot of members are like wheel-
barrows — no good unless pushed.

Some are like canoes — need to be
paddled.
Some are like kites — if a string isn’t

kept on them, they fly away.

Some are like kittens — they are con-
tented when petted.

Some are like footballs — you can’t
tell which way they will bounce next.

Some are like balloons — full of wind
and ready to blow up.

Some are like trailers — they have to
be pulled.

Some are like neon lights — they keep
going off and on.

And many, thank God, are like the
North Star — there when you need
them, dependable, loyal and a guide
to all people.

What about you?
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LLOYDS BANK EUROPE

with Branches in Geneva and Zurich

‘offers a full banking service
at 100 Pall Mall, London, S.W.1.

Similar facilities are available
throughout England and Wales
at any of the 2260 Branches of

LLOYDS BANK LIMITED
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