
The four Aussie POWs on the Swiss 
side of the alps. 

ABOVE: Ron Fitzgerald, Paul 
Carrigan and Carl Carrigan. 

RIGHT: Lloyd Ledingham, Carl 
Carrigan and Paul Carrigan.

Photos courtesy Cate Carrigan.
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The long walk

Great Walks retraces the steps of four Aussie 
POWs on the run from Nazis in war-torn Italy.
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to freedom

Heading up to Turlo Pass.

GREAT WAR HISTORY WALKS
ITALIAN ALPS
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With her arms outstretched against the pale blue sky, the 
golden Madonna seemed to be urging me on when really 
she was looking over my shoulder to the splendour of the 

north face of Mt Rosa, Europe’s second highest peak, sitting like a 
giant Buddha, its arm embracing the Anazasca Valley. I grabbed 
the chain anyway, dug my toes into the snow and hauled myself up 
to where she stood.

The Madonna is perched on a granite ridge, the Mt Moro Pass, 
which separates Italy from Switzerland and marked the end of 
a hike that started six days earlier in Biella, a prosperous textile 
town 95km north of Turin, where the Po plain butts up against the 
foothills of the Italian Alps. It had taken me nearly one hundred 
kilometres, across three valleys and over five passes, with an 
accumulated ascent of over 5000m.

It was almost 70 years since the day four young Australian 
soldiers had made the same trek but under very different 
circumstances. Carl Carrigan, his brother and two mates had been 
POWs for over two years in Mussolini’s Italy when on 8 September 
1943 the Italians changed sides, switching their support from 
Nazi Germany to the Allied forces. On that same day Carl found 
himself harvesting rice crops on the marshy plains east of Biella. 
On hearing the news, the Italian guards lowered their weapons, 
pointed towards the mountains, told the prisoners that neutral 
Switzerland was 'thataway' and wished them 'buona fortuna'. After 
several days of confusion and as the Nazis closed in, Carl and his 
friends, with no food and little more than the scant clothes they 
stood in, decided to head to the mountains and fight for freedom. 
They weren’t the only ones doing this: there were around 500 other 
ANZAC prisoners freed in the coming days. Some of them headed 
south hoping to join up with the advancing Allied forces; some of 
them decided to team up with the partisans in the mountains and 

stay on to fight the Fascists, while others decided to make their 
own route to Switzerland. Following local advice, the route Carl 
took followed a network of medieval paths that had been reopened 
by the anti-Fascist partisans and which they had baptised the 
‘sentieri della liberta’, the ‘trails to freedom’.

Paying homage
Three years ago I helped Carl’s family organise a pilgrimage back 
to Italy to visit the places their father/grandfather’s had been 
interned during his long ordeal. Given my job (director of Hidden 
Italy walking tours) I naturally became fascinated with the escape 
route itself. Using the soldiers’ memoirs, ordinance maps and with 
assistance from local historians, I recreated the trail: a six-day hike 
from the plains into the heart of the European Alps, that links up 
initially with a pilgrim trail and then two established long distance 
hiking routes that were plotted in the 1980s: the Grande Traversata 
degli Apli (GTA) and the Mont Rosa Tour (MRT). I undertook 
the hike myself for the first time in August 2013 and then again 
in August 2014 and loved it. It is challenging (comparable to the 
Kokoda Track in distance and altitude gained) but not technically 
difficult (no rock climbing, glacier crossing or leeches and with 
excellent accommodation), an exhilarating hike through history 
and some of the most spectacular scenery in the European Alps.

While I set out from a nice 4-star hotel in the centre of Biella, 
the soldiers had set out from a barn on the outskirts. The trail 
follows a river out of town, along on old trade route that was first 
documented in 1207. It climbs up through chestnut forests with 
occasional glimpses of the plain below. Along the way I passed a 
hunter training where his hound and a couple hillbillies led their 
heifers to market. After four hours walking the trail out came an 
extraordinary sight, the sanctuary of Oropa, a majestic Baroque 
monastery, hidden in thick forest below Mt Camino. The soldiers 
had expected to find a stash of weapons here but the Nazis beat 
them to it. Discouraged, the soldiers decided to continue on to 
Switzerland. The trail they took for the next three days climbed 
into the heart of the Alps, crossing two valleys and three passes. 
Carl doesn’t dwell on it in his memoirs but, with winter around the 
corner, little food and no equipment, it must have been difficult.

Into the breach
Today the trail is well-marked and well-maintained. The second 
night I spent in another monastery, enjoying a rich Piedmontese 
dinner of polenta and veal stew beside a smouldering fire. The next 
two days were probably the most challenging, including a steep 
three hour climb which included a low cloud of 1200m up to a 
spectacularly located mountain hut that emerged out of swirling 
fog. After a hot shower and a beer, I enjoyed another hearty meal 
and a tad too much red wine before crashing out in a large empty 
dormitory under the roof.
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Golden madonna on 
the Mt Moro pass.

BELOW: Snacks at 
Rifugio Rivetti.

Lunch  
is served



The next morning the sun had cleared and I could see all the 
way down the valley. After a big breakfast, with a cut lunch in 
my pack, I picked up the trail which took me over two more 
passes and a stretch high altitude pasture where I had a long 
conversation with an old shepherd, one of the last of his kind, 
who walked his flock up here at the beginning of every spring 
and then took them back down again at the end of summer, as his 
forebears had done for centuries. I also got my first glimpse of Mt 
Rosa just before I had a long descent boulder-hopping down a lonely 
glacial valley to the little timber Walzer villages of the Sesia Valley.

The soldiers were very pleased to arrive as well. This long 
deep valley with its steep sides, thick forests and jagged peaks, 
provided a haven for the partisans in their bitter fight against 
the Nazis and their Fascist allies. The locals welcomed the 
refugees, not only giving them shelter and protection but also 
wining and dining them. The next day I followed their route 

as they headed up the valley to Alagna, now a picturesque ski 
town, that stands at the end of the valley under the south face 
of Mt Rosa, a multi-peaked monster shrouded in mist, the last 
barrier between them and freedom.

After spending the night in a beautiful mountain hut above a 
river north of Alagna, I set off early on what is the longest walk of 
the route, 22km, over the Passo del Turlo, the highest pass, 2738m, 
following a paved route that has been used since Roman times. It 
was a three hour climb, rewarded with spectacular views of the 
morning sun lighting up the glaciers that crowd around the peak 

“This long deep valley with 
its steep sides, thick forests 
and jagged peaks, provided 
a haven for the partisans.”

APRIL_MAY 2015 GREAT WALKS | 37WWW.GREATWALKS.COM.AU

GREAT WAR HISTORY WALKS
ITALIAN ALPS

A man and his 
hunting dog in the 
forest above Biella.



of Mt Rosa. The pass itself is a small notch cut into the crest by the 
Italian military in the 1920s, with a small shrine to the Madonna 
set into one of the walls and the first views of Switzerland on the 
other side. A family of stambecco (large mountain goats with 
sweeping horns) watched me impassively as I started the long 
descent to Macugnaga, a small village in the Anzasca Valley.

The final push
I spent the last night of the trek in a comfortable three-star hotel 
on the main piazza. The soldiers slept in a wooden shed on the 
edge of town. The next morning, long before the sun had risen, 
a young local lad, led them across the river and up into the forest 
on the other side. Half-way up the slope, when the trees stopped, 
so did the boy, refusing to leave the forest in case the German 
guards spotted him. He pointed the way up to the pass. As 

agreed, the soldiers gave him their coats and watches and broke 
cover, scrambling up the hill to the Mt Moro Pass, crossing into 
Switzerland on 4 October, 1943.

I have to admit I wasn’t so hardy. I was tired, my shoulders 
ached, I had serious blisters on my feet and there was a perfectly 
good cable car up to the pass from Macugnaga. It probably took 
the edge off my adventure but I still felt a wonderful sense of 
achievement as I stood under the golden Madonna looking back 
over Mt Rosa to the south and Switzerland to the north although I 
couldn't begin to imagine what Carl and his friends felt. 
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NEED TO KNOW
For info on Hidden Italy's 9-day Trails to Freedom walk visit 
www.hiddenitaly.com.au.
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Leaving Biella and its 
old woolen mills.
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