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‘In this love letter to the Continent, Robert Winder takes a meandering and always entertaining journey down Western Europe’s three great rivers. His affection for his subject shines through on every page . . . and his daring digressive style gives him latitude for quirky erudition and the chance to deliver unexpected delights.’


Stephen O’Shea, author of The Alps


‘Insightful, elegant, and deeply researched to the very last drop, this book will change the way you see rivers – and the continent they have shaped – forever.’


Matt Gaw, author of In All Weathers


‘Three Rivers is wonderful excursion into history, travel and stories about some of the most fascinating rivers of Europe – do yourself a favour and take a holiday with this book.’


Robert Twigger, author of Red Nile
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The three rivers, from source to sea. The star marks the place where their journeys begin.
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The Ticino and Po
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THE CROSSROADS


If any one place could claim to stand at the heart of Europe, then the picturesque Swiss city of Basel might make a good candidate.1 On the surface it seems a less than epic choice – prosperous and secretive, rarely awash with fluttering banners and bristling legions, like Rome or Paris, and not often stirred by the memory of marauding fleets, like London or Madrid. It makes most people think of banks, watches and chocolate rather than cultural star power.


But there is more to it than that.


Not least is the simple matter of its geographical location. If we drew a line running from London to Rome on one axis (via Paris) and another between Berlin and Madrid on the other, Basel would be close to the X in the middle. Wedged in the north-west corner of Switzerland, on the triple border of three different lands, peoples and traditions, it contains hints and pieces of all of them.


Visitors arriving at the airport have a choice of three exits (to France, Germany or Switzerland), and those heading for the former must pass along a narrow strip of fenced-in Swiss soil, fighting the temptation to breathe in, so great are the civilisations on either side. Then they reach a well-groomed city centre crammed with corporate HQs, art galleries and high-priced restaurants, all of which look in several directions at once.2


Basel’s most important feature, however, is that it sits on Western Europe’s longest and most incident-packed river: the Rhine. A cafe on an island, no more than a ten-minute tram ride from the cathedral, offers views west towards Paris, north to Strasbourg, east over the Black Forest and south to the Alpine peaks that are the fabled emblems of Switzerland. Three countries can be admired in the course of a single cup of coffee, and a missile-shaped monument, the Dreiländereck, marks the spot where they meet and overlap. The fact that each of the three landscapes looks very much the same as the others is suggestive: it is hard to imagine a better reminder of the way in which the differences between Europe’s nations, however clear and clung to, disguise a profound similarity.


The stream rushing past is far from ordinary. This is where the Rhine takes a hard right turn as it gathers strength for its run north. Between the steep walls it barges, shoulders hunched and head down, refusing to let anything stand in its way – a colossus, broad as the Thames at Tower Bridge but far less sluggish, a writhing monster heaving past the glass walls of Basel’s towering office blocks, impatient for the castles and vineyards up ahead. But unlike the Thames, by that stage flavoured with mud, salt and seagulls, the Rhine still has 400 miles to go before it reaches the sea. And this fast-flowing water on the hinge of three nations, a major port in the heart of Europe’s landmass, trembles too with hints of the three others on its mazy route – Austria, Liechtenstein and the Netherlands. That is not all of Europe, but it is a meaningful slice.


There are ancient echoes too: the Celts and the Romans built settlements here, popes held councils in these halls, and the huddle of medieval buildings up on the hill includes the university rooms where Desiderius Erasmus produced his Greek and Latin Bible, breathing new oxygen onto the candle that would illuminate the humanist revolution.


The thrumming power of this river delivers a neat reminder of a basic geographical fact: Basel is where it is because of the Rhine. There is no chicken-and-egg mystery about cities: people settled near water. The river came first. Nor is it a coincidence that Basel would become one of the cradles of European printing – a museum on the subject occupies a riverside mill to this day. That made it one of medieval Europe’s busiest centres of radical thinking. It wasn’t the river that translated the Bible or supported the scholars who gathered in the hilltop university (one of Europe’s earliest) to dilate on the ideas and discoveries that drove the Reformation. But it was the river that watered the city that supported the libraries that gave Erasmus his intellectual platform, and it was the river that enabled the word to spread. The medieval quartier over which Erasmus presided was the crossroads of Europe, the intersection of all its pathways.


That is geography at its simplest: for centuries this city was the only bridge over the Rhine between the mountains and the sea, and it remains unusual in having a footprint on both sides of the river. Most of the Rhine’s cities stand well away from its unreliable main channel, but thanks to its elevated position, Basel bestrides it with confidence.


Arguably, all of that is enough to make it a promising candidate for being the heart of Europe. But a few years ago, I started having second thoughts about it when I found myself on the Saint-Gotthard Pass near Andermatt, 100 miles south-east of Basel. I was no longer on the expansive plain on the northern fringe of the Alps but on the high plateau whose winding roads – useless in winter – weave over the mountains into Italy.


To be exact, I was not on the pass so much as beneath it, in a railway tunnel, a mile below the mountain, staring at a map. I didn’t have a view. But Andermatt, I now saw, lay on an even more suggestive junction than Basel. It was situated on the east–west road from Geneva to Salzburg and the north–south route from Zurich to Milan. It was the crossing point for traffic from Germany to Italy, and also the path from east to west. Maybe this was the crossroads, the junction that linked Europe with itself.


I frowned. According to the usual rules of human settlement, a pivot of this importance should have been busy with cathedral spires and castles. And what a place it might have been, a hybrid of the splendid cities (Lyon, Zurich, Innsbruck, Milan) on its spokes. But the terrain in these parts was too craggy and inhospitable for anything of that sort. Indeed, it might have been its relative isolation that allowed the importance of this snowbound spot to go so relatively unremarked. For centuries the Alps had seemed an obstacle or barrier to the easy flow of European life. Might it actually be the opposite, a critical point of intersection and exchange?


Then I noticed something else.


I had long known, after spending a student summer as a waiter in the Alps, that the source of the Rhone, which slices across Switzerland before tumbling down to the south of France, was only a stone’s throw from the source of the Rhine, on the other side of the same mountain. But I had not noticed that three more rivers rose in much the same spot. Now, staring at a map on a subterranean train, the coincidence was hard to miss.
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The Rhine at Basel: the watery hinge between three countries.






The first two, the Reuss and the Aare, are relatively short rivers – mere tributaries. But the third, which springs to life only a few miles south of my tunnel, is much more important: the Ticino.


It is not as well known as the Rhine or the Rhone, but in one major respect is every bit as evocative, because instead of flowing north to the Netherlands or west to France, this third body of water hurtles down into Lake Maggiore, then on past Milan to the hot blue haze of Italy.


That makes it important for two reasons. First, it was the route south, linking northern Europe to the civilisation of Rome. But also, after Milan, the Ticino makes its way to Pavia where it runs into the River Po. Linking arms, the two of them water the plain of Lombardy, irrigating the land all the way to Venice and the Adriatic.


The Po is Italy’s longest river and is officially deemed to rise in the Cottian Alps west of Turin. But that is down to the geographical convention that measures by volume rather than by length. If such things were decided by distance, then the source of the Ticino could easily be thought of as the source of the Po, since its source is actually a few miles further from the confluence. It is not a competition – but it is the Alpine water flowing down the Ticino that transforms the Po into a mighty stream.


Which set me thinking.


Three major rivers, flowing in three different directions, carving out the three valleys that gave rise to three great civilisations – French, German and Italian – had to be worth a closer look. They were much more than mere scenery. Nor were they simply dumb witnesses to the long pageant of European history. They had been instrumental in building and decorating the stage on which it played itself out. And the coincidence of their shared origin near Andermatt depended on a geographical fluke as arbitrary as which side of a Swiss mountain the rain happened to fall.


Rivers flow downhill, and geography moves in unmysterious ways, so on reflection it is no surprise that all three of these watercourses – Rhone, Rhine and Ticino/Po – should make their appearance in the same patch of Swiss mist. But the scale of what they have gone on to accomplish is remarkable. Contrary to the idea that the Alpine passes were points of meeting and exchange, for the first few thousand years of human habitation the mountains really acted as walls, standing between distinct valleys in which people developed markedly different ways of life. And since those French, German and Italian strands were the three most instrumental voices in European life, the broad civilisation of the whole continent (its western part, at least) could in one sense be said to begin right here. Spain and Britain might object, but it is not very controversial to see the French, German and Italian parts of Europe as its primary colours – or at least the loom on which those formative threads were woven. And all of them begin life in this one Alpine massif.


The water trickling down the slopes above my head gave this geological notion dramatic weight. To my right, the water ran west to Lake Geneva, where it would pause to gather its breath before spilling onwards into France. The water behind me, meanwhile, was being ushered away to Germany, where it would become the blood flow of that immense culture. Ahead of me, it was destined to become Italian.


Given a clear day (and since this is a daydream we can assume perfect weather) it would be easy to imagine a fantasy game of Pooh sticks up here, dropping twigs into the three streams and following them to see which arrived first in the North Sea . . . the Mediterranean . . . or the Adriatic.


This mighty Alpine chain, I suddenly saw (from my tunnel) was not just a photogenic playground for snowboarders and paragliders, but a topographical sorting hat. And the scale of what its waters had carved out could hardly be overstated. The three great valleys were nothing less than the mould in which Europe had been made – geography’s version of Adam Smith’s economic ‘invisible hand’. It was the shape of these basins that governed the whole pattern of human settlement. Their steep walls made it hard for people to venture sideways, out of their worlds, while the rivers encouraged them to move up and down. The valleys created bonds between neighbours while accentuating their differences from the strangers over the hill. The rest is, as they say . . .


Since the first roads – and later railways – inevitably ran on the level terrain alongside the rivers, the entire arrangement of Europe’s cities, towns and villages, its cathedrals, castles, universities and factories, all of it, grew in the passages created by Alpine water. The same went for agriculture, which took root on the fertile soil beside the water; for transport, trade and tourism; and of course for the countless intellectual, religious, political and artistic currents that had swirled through Europe, using these same channels, for thousands of years.


That is not even to mention the battles they have witnessed, the religions they have fostered, or the industries they have empowered.


I was not the first person to notice the fact that the three rivers shared a single origin: there were already footprints on this mountain. The Alps had many times been referred to as Europe’s water tank – or the tap on its roof. Swiss writers certainly knew that the Saint-Gotthard Massif was a historic meeting of the ways. In 1897 Carl Spitteler (a Lucerne poet who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1919) described it as Europe’s ‘central’ hub, thanks to its ‘whole range of spiritual and physical characteristics’. And many of his successors sang the same song. ‘The St Gotthard,’ wrote Emil Egli in Swiss Life and Landscape (1949), ‘is the crossroads of Europe.’ But though I was not the first, the growing modern preoccupation with all issues pertaining to climate, human folly and the health of the planet made it a particular geographical coincidence.


F. Scott Fitzgerald once called Switzerland ‘a country in which very few things begin’, and it must have sounded semi-plausible at the time. But the fact that the primary rivers of Europe were all fed by this one Alpine fountainhead made that seem a threadbare notion. All those leaps of thought and faith, the scientific breakthroughs, the electrifying currents of art, music and poetry, the whole tumultuous rainbow of Europe’s many glories and crimes . . . all of it came from this one frozen cradle. Better to call it the place where everything began. Without the pattern laid down by these waters, Europe would simply not exist in the form we know it.


The only thing I could see was dark rushing stone – the cold innards of a mountain. But in my mind’s eye I could see a fairy tale. From this angle, the Alpine mass above this tunnel, on the joint between German, French and Italian Switzerland, could have been the fabled rock struck by the wizard’s staff, releasing in a flash the stream that alone could bring life to the parched landscapes below.


And then I was struck by a new notion. It was not enough merely to enjoy the fact that these three river systems of Western Europe began in the same glacial heights, or to smile at the arbitrary nature of the physical geography that determined their routes. I also wanted to explore the full broad magnitude of what they had accomplished on their roundabout journeys to the sea. It is impossible not to gasp at the scale and range of their footprints. These rivers had touched, fed and influenced every aspect of the varied civilisations through which they surged – the food, the art, the science, the religious colour, the industry, the wars, the revolutions – everything. The intricate texture of Europe’s first fruits (wine and cheese on the Rhone; meat and fish on the Rhine; grain and salt on the Ticino) had filled these valleys, along with everything that came after. These waters had been exploited for settlement, energy, transport, recreation and inspiration by millions of people, for thousands of years. Nations had risen and fallen, faiths had been born and died, wars had come and gone.


It would not be feasible to do more than sketch what the rivers have achieved – there is simply too much to take in. I would only be able to glance at the historical scenery, as if from the window of a racing train. But while tracing the courses of these continent-shaping waterways, I would find a particular story to tell – and these fleeting impressions might form themselves into a broadbrush collage of Europe’s past and future.


It was time to take a closer look.





1 For the sake of a game – obviously there is no such spot.


2 The railway station is in Switzerland, of course; a model of stylish efficiency. But platforms 30–36, offering departures to Dijon and Paris, are in France.
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THREE VALLEYS


Before going any further, however, let us take a moment to orientate ourselves by travelling swiftly down the three rivers in question.


The first thing to appreciate is the plain geological fact of their shared birthplace. A million years ago (give or take a millennium or two) the Scandinavian ice sheet that coated Europe – north of a line running across England north of the Thames and then through the Netherlands, Germany and Poland – also blanketed the Alps. The mountains beneath its frozen dome had already been created by the collision of the African and Eurasian tectonic plates, which folded Earth’s surface upwards. Running water carved valleys into the newly tilted surface, and the glacial heaps of ice, gathering boulders as they went, turned those riverbeds into canyons.


When the ice sheet melted (about 10,000 years ago) the streams running out of the glaciers grew stronger, and moved faster, but since some of the hills were composed of diamond-hard granite and gneiss, and some were made of softer limestone (the fossilised remains of aquatic life – this was once an ocean floor), the rivers were often diverted or deflected.


The Rhine headed east, as if its destiny were to meet the Danube and drive to the Black Sea, but a granite barrier turned it north to Germany. The Rhone set off in the opposite direction, but ran into the Alpine chain near Mont Blanc and was also pushed north. Had it found a way to stream on through, then Annecy or Chambéry might be the region’s major city, with Geneva and Lyon just hidden-gem backwaters tucked away in the hills. The Ticino, meanwhile, curved along the southern side of the ridge, as if exploring its options before deciding which way to go before taking the plunge down to Lake Maggiore and Milan.


This is how accidents of geology determine the life of the world. Ice is transient, but it leaves indelible signs of its passing.


The furrows made by the rivers became first valleys, then worlds. John Ruskin, ruminating on ‘the nature of Gothic’ in Modern Painters, invited readers to imagine themselves as migrating birds, peering down as they flew north, watching the bright Mediterranean give way to the dark Germanic forest. We might experience a similar judder as we follow the Rhine from the Alps to the Netherlands, or drift down the Rhone to Provence, or float down the Ticino to meet the Po and the wide lush plain of northern Italy.


THE RHONE


Fifteen miles west of the Saint-Gotthard Massif, the Rhone blasts out of its glacier and charges west through the Canton of Valais towards France. It is a river in a hurry, enlarged by the cascades that topple into it on either side. This is classic glaciated landscape: a broad U-shaped valley walled in by sky-piercing heights – Bernese Oberland to the north (Eiger, Jungfrau, Mönch), Pennine Alps to the south (Monte Rosa, Matterhorn, Mont Blanc). In fact, the whole region was chiselled out by the original Rhone glacier, and the modern river hurtles between stony banks all the way to Lake Geneva.
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Source of the Rhone: where the glacier becomes a river.








A few miles short of that lake it is forced north by the ramparts of the Mont Blanc Massif and the Dents du Midi (products of a seismic brawl in prehistoric times) before squeezing up through the bottleneck at Bourg St Maurice. This is the narrow passage in which St Maurice, a fifth-century Roman soldier and early Christian, refused to engage (and slaughter) an insurgent Alpine army. The enraged Emperor Maximilian commanded that Maurice and his disobedient legion be executed, and in death the sensitive soldier became a hero, a martyr and a saint.


An abbey was founded on the spot where he fell, and in due course he gave his name to an Alpine spa (St Moritz), an Indian Ocean island (Mauritius) and an African nation (Mauretania). He became the patron saint of the Duchy of Savoy, and founding father to various chivalric houses – not to mention 600 religious foundations across Europe.


The pass he refused to defend still stands above the transport routes (river, road and railway) that feed through Bourg St Maurice like the wires in a junction box. And its defensive importance was still apparent 1,500 years later, in the Second World War, when Switzerland took pains to fortify the pass against German invasion. Rows of anti-tank blocks still jut out like blackened teeth in the smooth green pastures beside the torrent.


Having forced its way through this obstruction, the river relaxes into the sleek croissant of Lake Geneva, where it supports a lavish stretch of elite real estate.1 The northern shore is lined with Swiss enclaves – Montreux, Vevey, Lausanne, Nyon – while the southern fringe (though lacking the south-facing view of mountains) is French – Evian, Thonon, Yvoire. It is a miniature Riviera in the summer and a handy base for winter sports too, with Chamonix, Megève, Villars and Verbier within easy range.


Both shores enjoy the same Rhone Valley microclimate and the French language. They also share the blessings of French cuisine – though even the Swiss do not do French food quite like the French.


As it approaches Geneva, pausing to generate the dramatic white plume of its Jet-d’Eau, the lake narrows, as if preparing to be a river again. The city, though French-speaking, straddles an international border (its airport has two exits) and is awash with global overtones – world-leading hotel chains, banks and multinational organisations, with a slew of chocolate and watch brands. But the water seems to sense that it is about to change nationality. Above the lake it is Alpine – fast, shallow and cold. As soon as it leaves it feels different. It is highly regulated: a series of dams extract power, stabilise the level and control the current. But it is at last a proper river, with nothing of the canal or drainage chute about it.


The hills on either side – Jura to the west, Alps to the east – force it to zigzag down to Chambéry before pushing up towards Lyon, yet still it feels like a river trying to make a fast getaway. It blasts through gorges, twisting and wriggling in search of the cleanest route. Only after Lyon, where it accepts the waters of the Saone and proceeds with renewed strength, does it seem to exhale. From here it runs due south, swift and true, guided by the walls of the Massif Central and the Alpes-Maritimes, and with little to hinder it, on it gushes, through ancient Provençal cities such as Avignon and Arles, before bursting into the sea near Marseille.


THE RHINE


The Rhine is the longest of the three rivers, and in truth passes through so many worlds that it might better be seen not as one but as six separate streams. The first, the Alpine Rhine, begins in a lake only a few miles from the Rhone glacier. And while the Rhone flies west to France, the Rhine sets off in the opposite direction, towards Austria. And unlike the Rhone, which marches down an ice-scraped canyon, the Rhine bounds through a recognisably riverine landscape, with intersecting bluffs marking the course of the slaloming water. Near the ski resort of Flims the river twists through the cliffs left behind when the mountain collapsed, leaving a traffic-free forest, with a pretty red train to give people a taste of the scenery.


Above the polished roads, swishing with luxury cars, wedding-cake monasteries stand aloof on their outcrops, while chalets festooned with red geraniums overlook pastures tinkling with cowbells and scattered with barns, chapels, woodpiles and memorial crosses. Footpaths twist up to the snow. It is a cliché of Swissness, freshly groomed with well-trained Alpine charm. It is no surprise that Heidi, by Johanna Spyri, was born and is set only an hour down the river, at the far end of this delightful dale.


In truth this stream, the so-called Vorder Rhein, is only half the story, because it has a near-identical twin – the Hinter Rhein – which foams out of the mountains a few miles south, at the foot of another pass – the San Bernadino. Those familiar with the German Rhine, a sea-lane, might find it hard to equate that drumming highway with these babbling rivulets, dancing like deer through the wooded glades and green pastures. But they are all the same river, descendants of the same mountain source.
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The Swiss Rhine tumbles through the meadows where Heidi once roamed.






The Vorder Rhein, the Andermatt branch, is usually recognised as the official fountain on the grounds that it carries a greater volume. It is also the longer of the two branches. But not by much: it measures only 5 miles more than its twin (47 rather than 42), so perhaps we should say that the Rhine has two parents, becoming its true self only when they meet. This they do at Reichenau, near Chur, where a castle and a church stand on a wooded island in the middle of a confluence linked by three bridges. For such a significant junction, it is not easy to find; there are few vantage points from which it can even be glimpsed, apart from the iron railway crossing and a muddy footpath in the trees.


But thanks to the sculpting power of these headwaters, Reichenau has long been a meeting place for the roads through these hills. The monastic trail from Zurich to Milan followed the valley floor past the abbeys of St Gallen and Disentis, and Reichenau (named after an island in Lake Constance) had its own Benedictine abbey in 724 ce. At a time when Britain was grinding through its post-Roman Dark Ages, this remote landscape was a well-established route for travelling pilgrims.


That the river twists north at this point is thanks to the Calanda Massif, a 9,200-foot mountain that directs the stream left. The elbow is guarded by the venerable little city of Chur, and it says something about the historic importance of the location that this is Switzerland’s oldest town. This was the way to Italy, and there was a settlement here in the Bronze Age. It was the capital of a Roman province and a bishopric in medieval times, with a tall-spired cathedral that dates back to the twelfth century.


From here the river runs through Vaduz, the capital of Liechtenstein – beneath the so-called Alte Rheinbrücke, a wooden bridge built in 1901 – before marking the western fringe of Austria, through Feldkirch, where James Joyce was once arrested,2 to Lake Constance – or, in German, the Bodensee. There it swivels west, a complete volte-face, and though the chameleon nature of Switzerland means there is no linguistic jolt, the lake itself contains three national personalities – Swiss, German and Austrian.


By the time it leaves the lake, the Rhine gives the appearance of having enjoyed an invigorating rest cure in one of the area’s exclusive wellness clinics. It slides under the bridge at Konstanz as a bigger, brasher animal known as the High Rhine. After streaming past the medieval facades and watchmaking factories of Schaffhausen, it plunges over the Rhine Falls, the most powerful cascade in Europe and a long-standing tourist draw. In the old days these falls attracted cultivated admirers such as Ruskin and Turner. Now they welcome 1.5 million visitors a year, most of them willing to buy a Swiss-priced ice cream, coffee, beer, room or ferry ride.


In even older times – the fourth century – this stretch of the Rhine was the edge of the Roman Empire, bristling with military posts and watchtowers. According to the Greek historian Ammianus Marcellinus, there were fifty of these fortifications between Lake Constance and Basel, and they were hazardous places. The small cadres of half a dozen men manning the towers knew that they were too weak to resist a concerted attack, so when 300,000 Teutons crossed the river in 378 CE, nothing stood in their way.


The Visigoths had arrived.


At Basel, as we have seen, the Rhine enters its third or ‘Upper’ phase – a misleading term arising from the fact that the earliest measuring devices recorded distances only from Lake Constance. In those days the river to the north was free-running and unreliable, and to this day it remains a treacherous flood plain, with no major conurbation until Mainz (the likes of Mulhouse, Colmar and Freiburg are all set prudently back). It is drenched in European history, though. It includes the cathedral spires of Worms, Speyer and Strasbourg, along with their vineyards and orchards, but also Enlightenment capitals at Heidelberg, Karlsruhe and Mannheim.


After Mainz we enter the Middle Rhine: the spiritual heartland of the Holy Roman Empire, home to the curving sweeps of water beloved of the cruise-ship industry – all ruined castles and Wagnerian myths. To call this stretch of the river operatic is to understate things. It has overflowed with the atmospherics of love and death for two thousand years. In between the pretty vineyards and gabled rooftops we glimpse bomb-blasted high streets and austere souvenirs. Here and there stand gleaming brass studs, planted in the cobbles of Bacharach, Heidelberg and other beauty spots to commemorate the Jewish families torn from their homes and trucked to their death in Hitler’s Holocaust.


It is a river of inspiring strength but of dreadful memories too.


After Bonn and Cologne there is another mood swing. The Lower Rhine is a plough horse, and its cities smell of coal, diesel and petrochemicals. Leverkusen, Duisburg, Ludwigshafen: these are the groaning muscles of German manufacturing, and the Rhine is their lymphatic system. Up and down the barges thrum – and the freighters, and the tankers – plying their blunt-nosed trade on this grinding carriageway. Some have names like Matterhorn or Rothorn, stained reminders of the heights from which the river has come. But there is nothing in its oily current to suggest an Alpine spring. What began as a torrent has become a superhighway.


And it is the last stretch that belongs to Germany. From here on it is the Nether Rhine, the river delta otherwise known as Holland. At Arnhem, the ‘bridge too far’ that resisted Montgomery’s airborne assault in 1944, it crosses a border, enters a new language, and takes on a new character. It also splits into three: the Waal, the Meuse and the Scheldt. Historically they were hard to control and often flooded. Only in recent times have they been tamed. One flows into the sea at Rotterdam, Europe’s largest port, a last reminder that this whole plain is really the mouth of a river.


THE TICINO


We must not hold it against the Ticino that it is the least dramatic of our three headwaters. The Rhone and the Rhine have clear origins in a glacier or a lake. The Ticino makes a less theatrical entrance. It filters out of a rarely visited slope below the Nufenen Pass, which links the Rhone Valley to the southern flank of the ridge above the Val Bedretto in Italian-speaking Switzerland. But this is no crime: some of the world’s greatest waterways have confused sources. The exact origin of the Amazon is contested – it wanders out of a watery maze in the Andes. The Nile used to announce itself boldly, bouncing out of Lake Victoria in the spray of the Ripon Falls – but in 1954 those falls were submerged by a new dam, which rather spoiled the effect. The Yangtze is the merger of several Tibetan rivers, and the Thames is a barely visible puddle in a field near Cirencester that actually dries up on sunny days.


That is how it is with the Ticino. When I went looking for the source in the summer of 2023, the clouds were low, visibility was about a yard, and the drizzle was thick. Apart from a motorcycle group that had pulled off the empty road for a rain-soaked cigarette there was no one about, and the source was hidden in the fog. There was a stone marker close by, but the Ticino is fed by all of the white streams coursing down the cliff, each of which (and none) has the right to feel pre-eminent.


This is still Switzerland (Canton Ticino) but it feels, to anyone coming over the pass, as though a major boundary has been crossed. The mood has changed – motorists who only five minutes ago were being warned to be careful (Straßenschäden! – uneven road surface) are now informed of a Controllo della velocità! (speed control). Once an important part of Rome’s empire, this windswept upland was variously occupied by Ostrogoths, Lombards and Franks, and was an on-and-off fiefdom of the Duchy of Milan, too.


In 1478, 600 Swiss fighters stole over this height and laid siege to Bellinzona, the fortified city surrounded by orchards that guarded the road to Milan. The Duke of Milan sent a seemingly overwhelming force of some 10,000 troops to push them back, but they were lured into a gorge, ambushed from above and bombarded with heavy boulders. It was December, so the trap was sealed with deep snow. It was said that the crafty Swiss wore spiked shoes to improve their footing as they massacred 1,400 of their Milanese opponents. Exaggerated or not, it was a rout. The Swiss Confederation seized the all-important north–south road.


Ticino remained semi-independent until 1803, when, under pressure from Napoleon, it joined the Swiss Confederation and became part of a modern nation state. It was the last canton to join the union, and it made Switzerland a trilingual country with a footprint south of the Alps.
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The Ticino trickles out of the mist in a fan of tiny streams.






It makes for a beguiling fusion of Italian food, weather and cheerfulness with Swiss roads and plumbing. But the top of the Ticino valley is sparse. The villages – clumps of chalets – are tiny and feel empty. The pine-clad slopes leave little room for livestock; the air is too thin and the soil too sparse for effective farming. The steep walls make it dangerous, too – the village of Bedretto was half demolished by an avalanche in 1863, leaving twenty-nine dead. There is a bit of cross-country skiing up here, but no fashionable resorts. It is mostly a place people have wanted to leave.


As the river falls away to the south, the valley broadens into a fertile suntrap, ideal for fruit, corn, vines, tobacco and vegetables, while the water is tapped for hydroelectric power. Soon it reaches the scene of that medieval battlefield, just outside the region’s capital, Bellinzona, a city that, like Sion and Chur, stands on a tall outcrop above the river, with three tall castles as souvenirs of its war-torn past. In 1878 it became Ticino’s administrative centre, and it remains an important junction: this is where the roads to Italy part company, one following the river down to Lake Maggiore, the other racing away to Lugano. Both lead on to Milan.


The first thing the Ticino does after leaving Lake Maggiore is pour through the nature reserve3 that sits alongside Milan’s Malpensa Airport, watering the fields on its flank through an extensive lattice of canals and ditches. From there it runs to Pavia and the Roman-era bridge on the confluence with the Po, where it forms the border between Lombardy and Piedmont.


The chain of cities that runs along the valley from there is by any standards magical: Piacenza, Cremona, Padua, Mantua, Ferrara. Each of these is a wonder in its own right; taken together they are a masterpiece.


None of them straddles the river. Like the Rhine, the Po was too big and moody. Set even further back are Parma, Modena, Bologna and Ravenna, while to the north stand Brescia, Bergamo, Verona and Vicenza. And out in its lagoon, incomparable on its stilts: Venice.
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These, in brief, are the three valley civilisations of Europe. When people talk about ‘the West’, this is what they mean: the Graeco-Roman-Franco-German flow of Europe’s past. And all of it was given life by the shape of the watersheds and the way the breeze happened to be blowing when the rain fell. We should not be surprised – history, it has been said, is only the product of geography over time. But the plod-plod of cause and effect over thousands of years has had enormous consequences. These glacial basins created three valleys, three lakes and, finally, three nations.


A fourth river hovers in the background of this story, larger than all the rest. And in one way the Danube does belong in this conversation, since it rises in the Black Forest of southern Germany, so close to the Rhine that some of its headwaters actually wander into Lake Constance. If we see the Rhine and the Danube as twin streams of the old Holy Roman Empire, they seem like cousins – children of some formidable dynastic marriage.


But although it rises in Germany, it streams eastwards into Slavic Europe, invigorating a different world: Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova and Ukraine. It is the central thread of a different history – the drama of Mitteleuropa. That is why we shall not dwell on the Danube here.


Victor Hugo once wrote that ‘each of the great Alpine rivers, on leaving the mountains, has the colour of the sea towards which it is flowing’. The cultures they support tell different stories and different jokes (in different languages), read different books, drive different cars, listen to different music, have different political systems, cherish a variety of beliefs and eat their own food. The Rhone is a land of olive oil, the Rhine a pasture full of butter, the Po alive with the aromas of Parmesan and prosciutto.


It is pleasing to think that rivers might possess in their youth aspects of their personality that emerge more fully later, that the child really can be father to the man, even in geography.4 And the Rhine does carry the mud-salt tang of the North Sea, the Rhone does have a Mediterranean gleam, and the Po is indeed an irrigation trench for Lombardy. In the same vein, the Rhine tends to strike us as a river of liquid power – military, industrial and cultural – while the Rhone makes us think of crumbling walls, sun-soaked vines and rolling fields of lavender. The Po puts us in mind of Renaissance cities sitting in a sea of rice, sausage, grain and cheese.


In these lights it is natural enough to see the Rhine as brown, the Po as green and the Rhone as blue. But assertions of this sort rarely survive close scrutiny. Generalisations, as they say, are always wrong, and rivers are mutable, responsive to any shift of terrain or weather. On cloudless days the ale-brown Rhine can glow like a sapphire, in winter the azure Rhone can be an icy shade of grey, and at sunset the Po glows gold. In the woods, all rivers are a leafy shade of green, and on dark nights they are black. The Rhine and Rhone have vines, to be sure; but also power stations; when the Rhone flows through a major city such as Lyon it is as tea-brown as the Thames. All three have Roman remains, and the Po has enough industrial blight to give it the worst air quality in Europe.


They all have more than one face, in other words. They are different, yet the same. Only by following them out of the mountains shall we be able to measure their characters and weigh their influence.





1 Not far to the north is the picture-postcard village of Gruyères, a caricature of Swissness, which gives its name to one of the world’s most renowned cheeses. While the fields and pastures around the castle are not directly reliant on the Rhone, it is the river valley that makes the weather that feeds the grass for its famous cows.


2 He was thought to be a spy and arrested at the railway station while passing through during the First World War in 1915. Years later he claimed that the underlying concept of Ulysses – the whole silhouette of a wandering homesick traveller – crystallised at that moment. ‘Over there, on those tracks,’ he wrote, ‘the fate of Ulysses was decided.’


3 The Parco Naturale Lombardo della Valle del Ticino, a sanctuary for herons and sparrowhawks. It also offers hiking, riding and kayaking on the river.


4 An old saying that sounds patriarchal to modern ears. And while rivers were often seen as masculine (Old Man River, Father Thames, Le Rhone, Der Rhein), this is not universal: La Seine, La Loire. And in Oxford the gender-fluid Thames is Isis.
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WHAT IS IT ABOUT RIVERS?


Why do rivers so beguile us? Those who live beside them speak of the way they become familiar, like friends or relatives (‘Old Man River’), with moods as changeable as our own – cold and ruffled one moment, overweight and lazy the next; by turns bad-tempered or enfeebled.


Certainly, as I made my way up to the head of the Rhone, on the zigzag mountain road to where the glacier begins in a splash of white water, I found myself mesmerised. It seemed simultaneously permanent and fragile, fast-flowing yet steady, constantly renewing itself but within a single fixed form.


Rivers answer our basic need for water, shelter and soil. Deprive us of a drink for a day or two, and we perish. And since the world holds only one gallon of fresh water for every hundred of seawater, it is extremely valuable. That is why civilisation emerged on riverbanks – on the Nile, the Euphrates, the Indus and the Yangtze. The first Europeans settled on the Neander (hence Neandertal1), a river off the Rhine near Düsseldorf, and the superb agricultural conditions – good for meat, fish, vegetables and cereals – provided them with a diet so nourishing they could hardly fail to thrive. There was great excitement, in 1991, when the 5,000-year-old skeleton of a Neolithic man emerged from a glacier in the Rhone Valley.2 The fact that he was on the ridge between Austria and Italy, and had what looked like an arrow wound in his shoulder blade, suggests that even in those far-off days he might have been defending a border.


It took time for the valleys to become populated away from the riverbanks. They were sheltered, but wrapped in cold, wolf-haunted forests that made them less inviting. Once the trees were cleared, the rich soil and easy climate did the rest. They have been the centre of European life ever since.


Rivers answer a philosophical thirst, too, in that their ambiguous nature – solid, yet fluent – invites contrasting responses. As the Greek seer Heraclitus (who famously saw nature as existing in a state of never-ending flux) wrote, ‘No man ever steps in the same river twice . . . it’s not the same river, and he’s not the same man.’


From a distance they look stable, yet close up they brim with speed. They bulldoze the land, carving out space for towns, roads and railways, but also reclaim it – they are natural earth movers. They are placid, yet moody; smug and silver, like Shakespeare’s Trent, or skittish, all tirra-lirra, like the stream that sent Tennyson’s Lady of Shallot ‘skimming down to Camelot’ through groves of willow and aspen. As snaking paths of water that chisel their way through contoured landscapes, they bind people into fraternal groups. But they also divide them as barriers. And while in the most obvious way they sustain life, they can take it too.


It is a thrill to swim in them, feeling their weight and strength – and with their rocks and cliffs they offer adventure. But they are also havens of respite and repose. Their currents carry memories of fabled battles and epic river crossings. Rivers are both the path ahead and the point of no return. On the surface they appear purposeful, one-way arrows darting from the heights. But they are also fidgety: surging, eddying, sometimes narrow, sometimes broad, fast, slow, but never at rest, forking like forest paths. That is why, in our metaphors, they resemble stories or journeys – they have small beginnings, complicated middles and a variety of endings.3 They are symbolic of time. Their one-way flow, predictable as a pulse, suggests that there can be no turning round. Yet heading upstream to a river’s origins is like turning the clock backwards. As Joseph Conrad wrote, steaming up the Congo in Heart of Darkness, ‘Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world.’


Few have charted this duality so well as the evolutionary scientist Stephen Jay Gould. In Time’s Arrow, Time’s Cycle he beautifully describes the rhythm of Earth as being represented by two contrasting metaphors: an arrow, following a relentless path, never repeating itself, and as a cycle of death and rebirth. The three rivers streaming out of the Alps were a picturesque fusion of these two visions – unstoppable forward motion within a larger cosmology.


Rivers are an integrated part of the water cycle, which sucks moisture out of the oceans, condenses it into clouds and drips it down again on land. They are splashing engines of perpetual motion, never at rest. Even when supposedly subdued by the taming hand of civilisation, they retain their wild nature. They seem singular, with their own relentless will; yet the way they hint at reincarnation and renewal makes them privy to eternal mysteries too.


Along their length rivers carry the fragrance of faraway places – some pastoral, some urban. They face both up towards their origins and down to their futures, and while they sometimes seem purpose-built for human pleasure – ideal for ‘messing about’ on – they are also places of heavy lifting and hard labour. They can appear lighthearted, babbling and careless, but just as often are emblems of persistence and constancy. They cut paths through wild landscapes, yet can also loiter and digress.4


Sometimes they stand for forgetfulness or indifference (they just keep rolling along) but at other times they are agents of memory, trembling not just with echoes of old battles but with artistic movements, foods, wines and famous names. In their time they have carried fleets of wine, coal, wheat, steel and oil, while witnessing a roomy anthology of myths and legends. They can be sacred (the Ganges, the Jordan, the rivers of Babylon) but also – more frequently now – case studies in despoliation.


Rivers are our servants, our water carriers – yet also our masters. We are bound to them, and for thousands of years have lived beside the mills that used their water to grind the grain we baked into our daily bread. Their slow, creaking music was for centuries the soundtrack of European life, and the miller is a local hero in many languages.


It could be argued that the world’s grandest cities are ocean-facing ports – Athens, Lisbon, London, Mumbai, New York, Shanghai, Sydney and Tokyo. But some of the prettiest – Florence, Paris, Rome, Budapest – are on rivers. By comparison, the cities that have no significant running water – Beijing, Delhi, Madrid, Mexico City – always feel somewhat parched.


For a time, it was deemed old-fashioned to see unglamorous physical geography as being the force behind historical events; the world preferred to see human culture as ‘imaginary’ or ‘constructed’. But today it is increasingly recognised that it was not abstract ideas that led people in the Arctic to live (and think) differently from those in the tropics. Culture has always been influenced, to a large extent, by geographical features – millions of lives have been moulded by the prevailing weather, their proximity to oceans or by which side of a river they were born. And the growing evidence that human life has harmed the natural world is reminding us of the reverse: that human nature too has been shaped by the stones that were once its cradle and have always been its home.


And by the rivers, of course.





1 -tal being German for ‘land’. The valley was named after a seventeenth-century religious thinker named Joachim Neander, but it was the ancient bone fragments found in 1824 – later identified as being roughly 40,000 years old – that made it famous. The bones themselves suggested humans with unusually large jaws.


2 He was given the name Ötzi; his remains, the oldest in Europe, are displayed in Bolzano, Italy.


3 The ‘course’ of history is one of many metaphors we take from the life of rivers. We think in streams of consciousness, sometimes we meander or change horses midstream. And though at such times we might resemble fish out of water, and opt just to go with the flow, we know (of course) that still waters run deep, and that one day it will all be water under the bridge, or at least screened after the watershed.


4 The Severn, for example, Britain’s longest river, rises just 15 miles from the Welsh coast, but obstinately trundles east out of the Cambrian hills before reaching the sea, 220 miles later, near Bristol.
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OVER THE TOP


The first and perhaps most consequential of the rivers’ many creations were the mountain passes around the cradles in which they were born. Millions of years of relentless erosion from ice and water (trickle-down geology) raked out the grooves down which the waters could fall, and in time these grooves became the sheltered valleys in which life could flourish. The saddles between the ridges at the top became crucial crossing points.


The Furka Pass between the Rhone and the Rhine, the Nufenen between the Rhone and the Ticino, and the Saint-Gotthard between the Rhine and the Ticino: all were critically important gateways, not just for the occasional early traveller but for European civilisation as a whole. So, before we go any further, let us pause in the heights of the Saint-Gotthard Pass, to consider the land that produced the rivers that shaped the worlds below.


The St Gotthard who gave his name to this pass was a tenth-century bishop from Bavaria who spent many years in Salzburg, Austria, and also travelled in Italy. He founded an Episcopal school at Hildesheim, near Hanover, and when he was canonised in 1131, his relics were associated with miracle cures. The hospiz on the pass (built in 1237, according to most accounts by the Archbishop of Milan) is an exposed yet sturdy link to the old Europe of chalices and vespers. St Gotthard became the patron saint of travelling merchants and is venerated in Switzerland – especially by motorists. That looping road down the south side of the ridge is perhaps the most dramatic of all the Alpine itineraries. The backdrop for a thousand car-promotion videos, it is Top Gear’s idea of heaven.


Inevitably, so renowned a crossing has attracted a great deal of military attention. But even in this respect the memorial on the pass is unusual. On a mound beside the car park stands a sculpture of an aged figure, bent double, leading a mounted cavalry officer. Most passers-by will take it to be a tribute to St Gotthard himself, but in fact it is the Russian Field Marshal Alexander Suvorov.


A name no longer on many lips, at the end of the eighteenth century Suvorov was the pre-eminent officer of the tsar’s army, and also (such being the ways of the aristocracy at that time) a generalissimo of the Holy Roman Empire, a prince of Italy, a six-times-wounded prince of Sardinia, Count of Rimnikskiy, holder of the Order of the Black Eagle, the Golden Lioness and twenty other titles, and a Habsburg field marshal too.


He fought sixty-three battles and was never defeated, but this sculpture is in memory of the successful campaign he fought through these mountains in 1799, when he drove Napoleonic France out of Italy.1 Suvorov led his 20,000-strong Russian army up the Ticino, joined forces with Austrian brigades, and pushed the French off the Saint-Gotthard Pass (at the cost of 6,000 men). He continued to pursue them down to the Schöllenen Gorge, near Andermatt, where the River Reuss plummets down a chasm crossed by the so-called ‘Devil’s Bridge’, where he won another fierce fight.2
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