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MONTE GENEROSO
 
This is definitely one of the most famous mountains in the whole of the Pre-Alps. Thanks 
to its isolated position, straddling Lake Como and Lake Lugano, on clear days it offers an 
extraordinary panorama of the Alps, Pre-Alps, plains and Apennines. The summit can be 
reached on a dense network of paths and, on the Swiss side, by the famous cog railway 
lift from Capolago. The Italian side of the mountain has a wealth of attractions, first and 
foremost the so-called ‘Bear Cave’ (or ‘Caverna generosa’), a cave of exceptional palaeon-
tological value where, among others, remains 
of Ursus spelaeus have been found. It can be 
accessed from Orimento via a short path but 
to enter the cave you must book one of the nu-
merous guided tours scheduled from May to 
October. Other interesting itineraries allow you 
to explore the history and nature of this area, 
most of which is part of the precious Monte 
Generoso state forest managed by ERSAF (The 
Regional Organisation for Services to Agricul-
ture and Forests). All signposted with plenty of 
explanatory panels, these include the botanical 
trail dedicated to transhumance, the ‘Sentiero 
delle trincee’ (Trail of the Trenches) along the 
Strada Cadorna fortifications and the ‘Sentiero 
dei contrabbandieri’ (Smugglers’ Trail), which 
reconstructs one of the phenomena that most 
characterised the mountains on the Swiss bor-
der between the end of the nineteenth century 
and the 1970s. In addition to the paths, on the 
north ridge there is also the exciting option of 
the short, exposed Angelino via ferrata, not par-
ticularly difficult but reserved for experienced 
hikers equipped with appropriate gear.
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THE ABBEY OF SAN BENEDETTO IN VAL PERLANA
 
A tiny jewel of eleventh-century Romanesque architecture, the abbey is at an altitude 
of 900 m, nestling in the forests of Val Perlana. Usually closed, it is open to the public 
on certain days of the year and there are also guided tours. Info on the dedicated web-
site. It can be reached from the Sanctuary of the Madonna del Soccorso by following 
the uphill route to Rifugio Venini, described 
in the previous chapter, as far as Preda. Here 
you will find signs for the beautiful path that 
branches off to the right and, after a long 
traverse, leads to the clearing and the abbey, 
through dense woods furrowed by several 
small valleys.
Slightly more scenic is the itinerary to San 
Benedetto from the Acquafredda Abbey, 
along a dirt road and path, via the Pianas 
cabins. Joining these routes make a beau-
tiful loop that starts in Lenno or Ossuccio, 
and takes about 3 h 30 min with an elevation 
gain of 650 m. Highly recommended in late 
spring, when the woods are a riot of colourful 
flowers, this loop is one of the most evocative 
historical-naturalistic itineraries in the Como 
area, often with views of fascinating Isola Co-
macina.
From San Benedetto Abbey, you can also 
walk up to Pioda and in this way link the Ri-

fugio Venini loop to that of Val Per-
lana, but the path is not always well 
signposted and has some awkward 
stretches. 













43

precious nature reserve managed by ERSAF (Regional Organisation for Services to 
Agriculture and Forests). At the lower altitudes, where the ‘Oriented Nature Reserve’ 
is located, the area can be visited by means of a good number of paths; in particular, 
three convenient didactic itineraries lead to the discovery of some of its distinctive 
features: the Via dei Canti (Songs Route), the Fauna Trail and the Route in the Rock are 
an excellent opportunity for learning more about this unique environment. At higher 
altitudes, on the other hand, there are only a few hiking trails and no detours possible 
as the territory lies inside the ‘Integral Nature Reserve’, the first of its kind to be es-
tablished in Lombardy, which can only be accessed for study purposes with no other 

human activity permitted. A small 
happy island for our mountain flora 
and fauna.
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THE MOUNTAINS IN ALTO LARIO:
LAKES AND BIVOUACS

 
The mountains of Alto Lario, on the border with the province of Sondrio and Canton 
Ticino, are home to the most “alpine” landscapes in the Como area; the beautiful basin of 
Lake Darengo, nestling between the rocky walls of Cresta della Gratella and Pizzo Cam-
panile, is certainly the most famous and most visited place in this remote, fascinating 
area. Valle del Dosso, Val di Bares and Val Darengo run between these rugged lonely 
mountains, dotted with unmanaged support points such as Capanna Como, the Ledù 
bivouac, Rifugio Pianezza and the new Zeb bivouac, but completely lacking, at least at 
altitude, any “traditional” refuges: a consequence, and in some ways also the cause, of 
their scarce number of visitors. In particular, the ridge on the watershed with the Son-
drio area is among the most isolated and relatively unspoilt places in the massif, and it 
reserves solitude and fantastic views for the few hikers and mountaineers who venture 
here. The peaks in this area (Pizzo Ledù, Motto Rotondo, and Cavregasco) are close to 
the first stage of the challenging Alta Via del Lario, the stretch from San Bartolomeo 
to Capanna Como. Reserved for expert hikers capable of tackling steep rope-and-chain 
stretches without any problems, this route offers what is probably the most beautiful 
complete view of these mountains and is a two-day enterprise. Among the one-day hikes, 
mention must be made of the classic ascent to Lake Darengo, and the much more “selec-
tive” one to tiny Lake Ledù. Both quite strenuous but very rewarding, they are among the 
excursions that best reveal the beauty of the Como side of the Mesolcina.
Even further south, at least up to Monte Cardinello, these mountains are also home to 
other very unusual rocky parts; beyond which, the landscape gradually becomes more 
open, gentle and grassy. The contrasts offered by this mountain range are best appreci-
ated, once again, along the Alta Via del Lario and the second stage, slightly less arduous 
than the first, covers a traverse to Rifugio San Jorio, with some very varied, surprising 
views. More tenacious hikers can conclude this highly satisfying endeavour by tackling 
the third and final stage, which takes you to Rifugio Menaggio along the long ridge be-
tween Pizzo di Gino and Monte Bregagno, in the now typically pre-Alpine environment of 
the mid-lake mountains.
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visiting, just off the main route.
In general, this route is characterised by gently rolling landscapes, a mood of fields 
and abandoned hamlets and the silence of the great forests. Some of the villages are 
however very charming and it is hard to imagine their past importance, attested by 
many historical remains from different eras. Your arrival at the sea, of which a good 
part of the route offers extraordinary views, is of course the crowning glory of this 
hike, but also, inevitably, a kind of abrupt transition from the tranquillity of the Apen-
nines to the ‘cosmopolitan’ atmosphere of the resorts on Italy’s eastern riviera.
The traditional route of the ‘Via del Sale’ has four stages:
 
1.	 Varzi to Monte Chiappo, with a possible further continuation to Capanne di Co-

sola;
2.	 via Monte Carmo and Monte Antola to the hamlet of Torriglia;
3.	 via the ridges to Colle Caprile;
4.	 Colle Caprile to Portofino.
 
Some variants bring you to the sea in just three stages, with different final destinations 
(Sori, Recco and other towns on the coast), but Portofino is decidedly the best epilogue 
possible for this itinerary.
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