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Lecture by Mattli Hunger, 26.6.16 in Tenna 
 
The Safien Valley  
 
To begin with, I’ll speak a bit about the immigration of the Walser, because this is a key point 
for better understanding the valley and its inhabitants. Then I'll discuss the settlement 
patterns, the cultural landscape, the architecture and intercommunication. 
 
Safien was settled by the Walser at the beginning of the 14th century. Extensive and lengthy 
research into the origin of this ethnic group was performed. In Graubünden in particular, 
many individuals found it mysterious that many times German-speaking inhabitants living in 
the highest and inaccessible valleys speak differently from the majority of Deutschbündner 
(German Grisons) and mostly live even higher up than the Romansh people, whom one 
virtually considers the original inhabitants of the mountains. Who are these settlers, and 
where do they come from? 
 
Scholars and scientists turned their attention to the matter. In 1538, the Glarner historian 
Tschudi describes the Walser as Lepontines, an ancient people of the south-central Alps, 
although this never had anything to do with the Walser. Others considered the Walser to be 
scattered mercenaries who had retreated to inaccessible valleys. 
Today, the Walser’s origin from the Upper Valais (Oberwallis) is clearly and scientifically 
proven. One reason for the large expansive energy that emanated from the small hinterland 
in the Upper Valais is no doubt a great frugality and modesty and the willingness to settle in 
the uppermost levels of the valley, which were often used only as pasture. A great 
abundance of children likely also contributed to the diffusion. In addition, the regional rulers 
were extremely interested in settling the Alpine valleys and controlling the passes. In return 
for this colonizing work, the Walser were accorded various personal rights and freedoms 
which were by no means a matter of course for everyone at that time: full personal freedom, 
the right to form rural jurisdictional communities, the right of free hereditary land tenure. Free 
hereditary land tenure entails that upon the death of the settler the land passes to his heirs, 
and non-indexed interest is paid. 
 
The Roman Empire also included the territory of what is modern Switzerland. In Graubünden, 
the Romansh language emerged from the Latin which the Romans had introduced. As the 
Roman Empire slowly collapsed, Alemannic tribes from southern Germany ventured across 
the Rhine into Switzerland’s central region and displaced the Romans and their culture and 
language. 
Even before the year 1000, land-hungry Alemanni had reached the Valais and settled there. 
However, by the 12th/13th century the settlers there had already fanned out in all directions. 
Thanks to the ability to produce year round in the mountains under adverse conditions, the 
farmers on the upper reaches of the Rhone proved to be ideal for the medieval colonization 
in the Alpine region. 
 
Encouraged by monasteries and secular lords, family and clan groups set out to create a 
new home by clearing the Alpine forests. Walser settlements are often set in high valley 
plateaus and in high valleys, because good land at lower levels was already being used by 
the original native inhabitants. The Walser emigration lasted from the end of the 12th century 
to the turn of the 15th and 16th centuries. Besides a return migration to the Bernese 
Oberland, especially into the highest Italian alpine valleys south of Monte Rosa, this 
emigration reached further into Pomatt, between Valais and Tessin. 
Virtually all of these settlements are located in the hintermost portions of valleys and are 
connected only through high passes which are only accessible via hiking trails. 
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In at least three different pushes, the first settlers moved eastward in the 13th century into 
different uninhabited or only very sparsely populated Alpine valleys of the old Free State of 
the Three Leagues, which today is the canton of Graubünden. In Graubünden, we distinguish 
three main regions: 
The first group reached Graubünden Oberland directly from Furka/Oberalp, reaching among 
others into Obersaxen. Today, a linguistic island still exists in Romansh territory. 
The second group includes the Rheinwald, Vals, Safien, Tschappina, and Avers. 
Another main colony is Davos, from which the Walser spread out into different valley 
communities of Graubünden. Farther out, the Walser reached into the Principality of 
Liechtenstein and the Vorarlberg, and even to Galtür in Tyrol. 
 
The Walser in Safien 
In the early 14th century, before 1338, the first Walser left Rheinwald valley, crossed the 
Safierberg and made their way into the hintermost section of valley in Safien. Gradually, they 
settled the entire valley. The holder of territorial sovereignty, Baron Donat of Vaz, guaranteed 
the “dütschen Lüt in Savien” (“German people in Safien”) the same rights as the Rhinewald 
valley inhabitants were granted in the Freedom Letter of 1277. They were allowed to elect 
the mayor themselves and were given the land for eternal hereditary fief. The landowner was 
the monastery of Cazis. In 1512, the monastery possessed 12 large farms in Safien and 
concluded a fief contract with all of them. “Large farm” did not merely indicate a farm, but the 
neighborhood, i.e. farmsteads. By way of example, the farm of Zalön had some 14 individual 
farmsteads. The farmsteads later developed into separate neighborhoods with their own 
school. 
 
To what extent a Romansh-speaking was permanently resident in Safien prior to the Walser 
immigration is not clearly established. The number of field names that provide indication of a 
pre-Walser population in Safien is smaller than one frequently assumes. This is first and 
foremost due to the fact that individual geographically broad and therefore most commonly 
used place names are Romansh or even older. In particular, besides their farm names, the 
Safier farms of Ggamòòna to Hof, Bruschgaläschg, Zalön, Gün to Salpänna have virtually no 
pre-Walser fieldnames. 
Consequently, it is assumed that the Walser deforested the modern settlement area. The 
individual farms or neighborhoods were largely autonomous, with their own Alps and forests, 
as well as their own schools later. 
 
The Walser also settled outside of the valley in Tenna, where we’re visiting today. Tenna 
boasts a practically complete Walser-German meadow, so it is to be assumed that this area 
was only used as grazing land before the Walser immigration. Tenna already appears as an 
independent community as early as 1398. Bordered on both sides by deep river valleys and 
avalanche paths, Tenna, like Safien, has had very bad connections to the outside world. 
Over the “Tennerchruez,” where alpine festivals are regularly held, an old trail leads on to the 
Walser settlements of “Araezae” and Fahn above Versam, and Bruen above Valendas. 
Tenna originally belonged to the parish of Valendas and they had to carry their dead over the 
Tenner Kreuz for burial. Since this way was is hardly passable in winter, it is recorded that 
they had to store their deceased in the snow and could only then lay them to rest in the 
spring. But Tenna won the right to bury their own dead by the year 1440. 
In the area of the former municipality of Valendas, the conditions are somewhat different. The 
Walser first settled the higher situated farms of Bruen, Turisch and Dutjen. By 1379 and 
1402, Safier Walser are mentioned in documents mentioning these farms above Valendas. 
This would also represent the view that Walser from Obersaxen had also settled here. 
Today, the originally Romance-speaking village of Valendas still retains a closed building 
style as opposed to the Walser farm settlements. Later, it was assimilated culturally by way 
of the Walser farms, e.g. more and more Walser moved from these farms into the village. A 
historian indicates that in the year 1594, 430 people in Valendas died of the plague and after 
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that, even more Safier moved into the village. Today, Valendas and also Versam exhibit 
almost exclusively the same family names as in Safien and Tenna. In the early middle ages, 
Versam was also composed primarily of individual Walser farms and still displays an open 
settlement structure to this day. 
 
Settlement landscape  
Whoever visits or hikes through the Safien Valley can't fail to notice its unique developmental 
evolution of many scattered settlements. Emerging from deep river valleys and dense 
patches of forest, one repeatedly encounters the characteristic, individual farmsteads with 
family house, stall, bakehouse and “Spiicher” (barn). Due to the grass-based economy of the 
Walser (hardly any cropland), it made sense to establish the house and barn together on 
their “manor.” Furthermore, the settlements were often on the sides of steep valleys, 
intersected by deep ravines without any way up, so they had to keep the transport routes 
short. Even today, the scattered settlements shape the picture of the Safien landscape from 
the furthest region of the valley in the “Tall” through Camana, Hof, Bruschgalaeschg, Zalön 
and Gün all the way to “Nüw Chilchä.”  
 
Lone alpine dairies  
The settlement landscape of the Safien Valley can’t be imagined without the virtually endless 
row of alpine huts appearing at an altitude of between around 1900 and 1950 meters, lined 
up on the meadow fences like a pearls on a string. Since the distance from the high-lying 
settlements to the alpine meadows isn’t far, it was possible for the Walser farmers to take 
care of the animals on the meadow themselves and for each to produce their own milk 
products there on the meadow. Lone alpine dairies are a typical feature of the Walser 
settlements. Also decisive was that the meadows, contrary to the Roman tradition, didn't 
belong primarily to the municipalities, but were rather divided by proportional rights. However, 
even in Safien, the lone alpine dairy, a very labor-intensive form of alpine farming, is being 
largely abandoned. 
 
The steep terrain, the large differences in altitude and the lack of roads force the farmers of 
the Safien Valley to keep the transport routes for bringing in feed as short as possible. That’s 
why sheds and hay lofts have been built, scattered all over the hayfields. One goes “with the 
animal to the feed” and not the other way around. Today, the feed is primarily brought into 
centrally located barns.  
The method of construction is very simple. A cattle shed was often composed of only the 
animals’ stall and the hay space. For a cattle shed, the wood for construction was hewn with 
a broad axe while for the hayloft, round timbers from the nearby forest were “aufgetrölt” 
(stacked up).  
 
Often, a wooden house is generally labeled as a Walser house, as opposed to the stone 
houses of the Romans, but, it would be a bit rash to label all wooden houses as Walser 
houses. However, it is a fact that in the Walser areas, construction is mainly comprised of 
wood. The Safier houses are built in the log cabin style out of tree trunks hewn with an axe. 
Pictured here is the broadest Walser house in Grisons, which can be found above Valendas 
in Bruen. In Safien, “Huusspiicher” (in-house storage spaces) are prevalent, which are very 
reminiscent of the granaries in Wallis. In former times, an oven for baking stood next to 
nearly every house because the distances were much too far for a communal facility. 
 
Language 
The Walser language differentiates itself strongly from the Churer, Rhine Valley German, 
generally classified as Buendner German (German of Grisons). 
“Sch instead of s”: A typical characteristic is “uensh” for uns (us), but also “Hueuescher, 
Mueuesch, boeoesch,” for Haeuser, Maeuse, boese (houses, mice, evil). 
“aer geit” for er geht (he goes) ”schniiae” for schneien (to snow), "drii” for drei (three). 
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“kh-ch”: The kh sound in use in the Churer Rhine Valley is felt to be the real trademark of the 
“Buendner German” (i.e. “Khurer Khuhikhaeschtli”). The Walser pronounce the CH hard: 
"Chuchi, Chuae, Chalb." 
 
Transportation situation 
The history of the Safien Valley is also the history of its transportation situation. 
The connection with the Rhine forest still had a very large importance until the construction of 
the valley road from 1883 to 1885. Until then, the Safier were nearly exclusively dependent 
on the connections over the passes. They carried rice, polenta and whatever else they had to 
buy into the valley over the passes.  
The mountain porters had this view from Safier Mountian when they arrived at the height of 
the pass after a difficult climb. The pass was also traversed in winter; afterwards, one could 
pull the goods into the valley over the snow. 
 
“D Stägä” (in written language: steps) developed into the most important access point; that 
means the way over the Glas Pass to Thusis. The steep climb through ravines and steep 
cliffs was also free in winter. For the Safier, the height of the pass at Glas was the gate to the 
outside world for centuries. Even the postal carriers collected the mail in Thusis and carried it 
over the Glas Pass to Safien. 
Even after the construction of the road, one didn’t immediately retire the horse and cart. Until 
the end of the 1970s, the mail had to be carried to the farms of Safien with the “Tragreff” (a 
backpack) because there were no roads available. In the newspaper, there was once a 
statement: One has to almost assume that the Safier are born with the "Tragreff” and all their 
life they can’t rid themselves of it! 
 
For over 500 years, the Safier needed the connections over the mountains. Only after the 
construction of the road in 1885 would the old land route out of the valley, which served 
primarily as the Alp trail, become the main connection. The picture shows that it wasn’t easy 
to create a connection out of the valley. 
After the construction of the road, the stagecoach took care of the transport of people and 
goods. I even experienced this era myself, because it has only been since the winter of 
1953/54, following the construction of the power plant, that the road was also opened to cars 
in the winter. At this time, there had been no development in the dangerous avalanche paths. 
 
The postal vehicle drives from the Versam-Safien station right in the middle of the Rhine 
gorge and you can’t imagine our pathless Talschaft without it anymore. For some years now, 
there is also another route from Ilanz to Versam. 
Today’s road access begins in the landslide area of the Rhine gorge. Before the construction 
of this road, Versam and Valendas also had very bad road access, mainly down the valley in 
the direction of Chur. Along with all the admiration of these rocky passages’ beauty, one may 
not forget that this connection is the lifeline of the whole Valley (Talschaft). 
Before, Aclatobel was nearly insurmountable. (Cliffs, avalanches, mudflows, landslide areas) 
together with the many other avalanche paths, are the largest obstacles on the way into the 
valley. Now a 1.7 km long tunnel, which was opened in 1994 after 8 years of construction, 
surmounts the narrow valley.  
 
Aside from the main transportation routes, the municipality of Safiental has to ensure the 
connections to the many individual villages and hamlets with a very distended network of 
roads. The distances and driving times in the widely spread, settled areas are impressive. 
The most extreme case is the drive of a resident of Sculum, who needs to drive over an hour 
to reach his fellow resident the other side of the valley. But also from Ober Dutjen, above 
Valendas, to get into the Wanna in Safien, you need approximately 52 minutes. 
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Safiental today 
The history of Safien, from the Walser immigration to the fusion municipality of Safiental 
today is characterized by the fight for survival under difficult topographical and economic 
conditions, in those days and up until the present time. 
The Safien Valley is still dominated by agriculture, but the number of operating farms is also 
declining here. Even keeping the village shop running is still a challenge. Industry is in a 
difficult position. 
 
In the municipality of Safiental, with the exception of the small, although well-known, first 
solar ski lift in Tenna, there are no chair lifts or cable cars. They rely on hiking and family 
tourism. 
 
On the 1st of January, 2013, the four Walser communities of Safien, Tenna, Versam and 
Valendas fused to form the municipality of Safiental. Even the new municipality faces big 
challenges in the future due to the lack of employment, emigration and the widespread areas 
of settlement. 
Despite the partly different structures, the common Walser ancestry provides a glue that is 
important for the functioning of the municipality. 
 
 
 
Translation: by onehourtranslation.com 


