
206   PILGRIMAGE

The Via Francigena’s route through Switzerland may be shorter than the 
French and Italian stages but the Swiss can nevertheless boast ownership of 
the most iconic landscape feature on the pilgrimage – the Great St Bernard 

Pass. This leg of the route also encompasses one of the most beautiful stretches of 
scenery as it winds alongside Lake Geneva through the vineyards of the Lavaux. 
The route through Switzerland is signposted as Route 70, and as both the name 
and pilgrim logo are absent it can be confusing at a busy intersection. Switzerland’s 
predominant natural features of lakes and mountains proved a daunting challenge 
for medieval travellers, traders and pilgrims bound for Rome or the Holy Land but 
despite the perils of traversing mountains, chinks in the seemingly impregnable 
wall of the Alps have been exploited since prehistory. The French-speaking canton 
of Vaud, which carries the Via Francigena from the French border to Lausanne, 
is one of the twenty-six cantons (counties) of Switzerland that are essentially 
small, self-governing republics with their own coats of arms. They all eventually 
combined to form the Swiss Federation, represented on Swiss coins by the Latin 
Confoederatio Helvetica, the initials of which (CH) are used as the country’s 
international identification on car number plates. Helvetica is derived from the 
Helvetii, one of the earliest tribes to settle in Switzerland and whose defeat by 
Roman armies under Julius Caesar in 58 bc led to the region becoming the Roman 
Province of Helvetia around five decades later. Helvetia’s geographical location 
compelled the Romans to undertake a large-scale construction programme of 
fortifications and roads: the pass over the Alps that was to become the Great 
St Bernard was initially named Mons Jovis, or in French Mont Joux, after the 
temple to Jupiter erected on the summit. Switzerland’s medieval history is a 
complex and turbulent period of both inter-state and international conflict, the 
latter finally ended by the signing of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, a treaty 
that not only signified the end of Europe’s long running Wars of Religion but also 
officially acknowledged Swiss independence and neutrality.

VIA FRANCIGENA 
Pontarlier to the Great St Bernard Pass
114 MILES / 10 DAYS


