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1st descent Rovana gorge  

Sunday 27th December 2015, 4 am, the night was short and the day may be long. 

Six year after our first initial scouting, followed by a lot of discussions and a final good preparation we 
are ready to try the full descent of this impressive gorge. 

Rovana is a river in Ticino, Switzerland. Some part of this river is well known by kayakers, but where 
the kayakers exit the canyoning section start! During almost 2 kilometers this river has carved a deep 
gorge in to the hard gneiss rock. With a drainage basin of more than 100km2 and a water flow of up to 
300m3/sec, this canyon has normally all year round way too much water to do it safely with canyoning 
techniques. 

During 2014/2015 several canyoneers, led by one lover of this gorge have placed bolts in this canyon, 
coming from the sides, small section after small sections. Using almost hundred bolts + iron pins to do 
those sections. 

But as far as we knew, no one has done a complete canyoning descent, starting from the top to the 
end of the main gorge. 

The very dry and no too cold December 2015 was perfect to expect finding good condition to try this 
extreme descent. 

After being traveling several year all across the Swiss Alps descending and topographing some of the 
nicest canyons in Europe, this was a new challenge for us. 

After 4 hours of driving we arrived early 
near the canyon and before meeting the 
rest of the group we followed the right 
rim of the deep gorge trying to have a 
look of what was inside. The water level 
from, seen 80m-100m above the stream 
seems low, but was in fact still really high 
for a canyon, around 1000l/sec, not 
possible to abseil in a narrow section in 
the water stream. For what we saw from 
the top, at least a series of 2 white water 
pools seems really dangerous, so we 

decided to install fixed ropes from the side to escape if needed, as no escapes are possible in this 
gorge. 

At 9h30 the complete team of four people, all canyoning- or white water specialists is ready for the 
challenge. One is sick, he will be our back up and following us at the rim of the canyon. It is good to 
know that someone will be here for us if needed. The weather is sunny but at the end of December in 
an Alps valley the sun doesn’t reach the ground of the deep and narrow gorge to warm us up. We suit 
up at the frozen parking lot, as the start is only one hundred meter away. After 2min of walking we 
entrance in the water bed. We are directly facing the first obstacle, a 3m jump in a white water pool 
followed directly with a 3m narrow crack. We set up a rope from the side and rappel to check the 
jump. The river bed is slippery and outside the water where the rock is frozen, it is even slipperier! 
Already at those small drops we can feel the power of the 1000l/sec ice-cold water. 

After those 2 jumps, the next hundred meters to the road bridge are several, almost flat slides, but 
with the high amount of water it makes them really funny to do. Just below the bridge is the first 
difficult obstacle, an S shape, narrow waterfall 10-15m high where the end is not visible from the top 
and the arrival pool is all white. We decided to avoid it using an edge on right bank as abseiling it safely 
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seems impossible with those slippery surfaces. We reentrance the gorge just after the waterfall, with 
an 8m jump and a long swim. 

We arrive quickly to a 10 meter high waterfall, the arrival pool, 
around 10m long is all white. We abseil from the left bank and we 
land on an edge behind the waterfall! The waterfall forms a very loud 
and wide curtain in front of us. On this edge we traverse to the right 
bank 1m above the water! The next big pool finishes in another 
waterfall. The first swims across attached to a rope and manages to 
stand on the edge of the waterfall which turns out to be a nice T6 
finishing in a narrow white water pool. 

The big challenge we faced at this high water level was to stop at the 
edge of the waterfalls as the water pushed hard and wanted to drag 
us further down the waterfall. 

The first part in the canyon is done, after a swim in another long, 
endless pool we continue with walking, down climbing and 2 small 
abseil until facing the start of the long entrenchment. 

Here, the gorge is only around 5m wide and 80-100m deep. At its 
bottom the light is rare and dull. It starts with a 15m waterfall ending 
in a narrow 60m long pool of which is 15m white water with backflow. 
Not possible to jump safely as we don’t know the pool depth, not 

possible either to set up a guided line to abseil and avoid the waterfall as the pool is just too long. After 
analysis we decided to try a climb right bank to reach an edge 15m above. With artificial climbing 
techniques and three additional bolts we reached this edge. From where we installed a descending 
hand line and finished with an 8m abseil to the pool, just 20m after the waterfall. At the end of this 
long pool, a huge boulder of around 20m in height is blocking the gorge and created a siphon. 
Fortunately it is possible to bypass it by climbing on right bank trough a small crack. 

After this siphon, the gorge continue 
with hundreds meter of swimming in 
the current, walking, down climbing 
and 2 smalls abseils. 

Then we arrive to the dangerous 
pools in the narrow section which we 
observed from the top. Here the 
gorge is only 2m wide, forming a 
deep V shape. The first pool created 
after a 1.5m drop, is 5m long and 
ending with a 1m drop and another 
20m long pool of which 10m is all 
white with a hard backwash. The 
water was boiling down there and 
the huge water amount of 1000l/sec 
showed us his power. A crossing 
directly in the water stream was 
absolutely impossible as these two 
pools are deadly traps. With a big 

swing & abseil maneuver we could manage to avoid the first pool and could stem over the second 
pool, always very cautioned as a wrong move could have been fatal. 
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We figured out that that we did more than 2/3 of the gorge. Here the gorge is wider and the current is 
less strong. A little walking and swimming lead us to a bouldering section which end on a nice 10m 
jump in a huge pool. Another few drops to down climb and the gorge opens completely. 

We spend in total 4 hours in this first full descent of the Rovana gorge. We were all tired, glad and 
proud of ourselves to master this beast. 

We exit left bank, climbing up a little stream to the road. Really nice day to end up the year! 

Thomas Roggenmoser, Michael Gächter, Thomas Guigon, Matthias Holzinger, Lukas Wielatt (observer) 

 

 

 

 


