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STAGE 1

Calenzana to Refuge d’Ortu
di u Piobbu (high-level)

The first day’s walk on the GR20 can be a shock to the system. You leave
Calenzana with everything on your back, probably in hot weather, with a
question mark over the availability of water along the way. You learn which
plants in the maquis are the thorniest. Lizards scuttle for cover as you
approach. The ascent is unremitting — uphill all the way. You climb higher
than anywhere in Britain, then climb even further, scrambling across a rocky
mountainside with a big pack on your back. You carefully ration your water
and wonder if it will last. When you finally reach the refuge, you take the
accommodation and services as you find them, knowing there is nowhere else
you can go. This day is a fine introduction to the rigours and the delights of the
GR20 - it's your baptism of fire!

Distance 12km (72 miles)
Total Ascent 1550m (5085 feet)
Total Descent  235m (770 feet)

Time 7 hours
Maps IGN 4149 OT and 4250 OT
Terrain Mixed, including steep slopes of maquis, forest and

rocky mountainsides. This is a tough day’s walk because of
the relentless ascent, and scrambling is needed at times.
Take it slow and steady — many walkers overtax themselves
and finish the day exhausted and dehydrated.

Shelter Shade is available in isolated stands of forest along the way.
There is a drystone windbreak shelter on Bocca a u Salto.
The higher parts are exposed in wind and rain.

Food and Drink All necessary last-minute food supplies are available in
Calenzana. There are a couple of streams on the ascent, but
they dry up in the summer. The Refuge d’Ortu di u Piobbu
serves meals and sells basic provisions.

41



GR20 - CorsicA — THE HIGH-LEVEL ROUTE

42

Stage 1: Calenzana to Refuge d'Ortu di u Piobbu
(high-level)
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Walk up through Calenzana from the Municipal Gite d'Ftape
and campsite, passing the Spar shop at 255m (835ft) - the
last chance to get a good range of supplies together. Follow
the road up through the village to pass the Hotel Monte
Grosso. At Le GR20 Bar Restaurant come the first signposts
for the GR20 and Tra Mare e Monti (TMM), and there is a
choice of waymarked routes leading up through town.

The Frontstreet Route

Pass Le GR20 Bar Restaurant and follow the road past the
Bar Picciu Glacier and Pizzeria Prince Pierre to reach the
Hotel Bel Horizon and the Eglise St Blaise in the middle of
the village. The road swings right, climbing above the church
and passing a car park on a leafy square. The route is well
signposted, passing I’Atelier du Village and leading to the
Place Commune and Place Saint Antoine.

The Backstreet Route

Turn right at Le GR20 Bar Restaurant, then left, as signposted
along and up a narrow concrete backstreet called A Torra.
Walk straight up through a narrow crossroads, as signposted,
into the Place Saint Antoine. The Oratoire St Antoine de
Padoue is at the start of the GR20, for those wishing to offer
a little prayer for the successful completion of their walk (St
Anthony of Padua is, after all, patron saint of lost causes!).

A few concrete steps climb up from a GR20/TMM sign, then
a cobbly path leads through a deep earthen groove overhung




STAGE 3

Refuge de Carozzu to Haut Asco

This is a tough day’s walk and there are no easier alternatives. Only minutes after
leaving the Refuge de Carozzu there is a steep and rugged descent into the
Spasimata gorge. After crossing a suspension footbridge, walkers have to pick
their way up the Spasimata Slabs. Although cables have been fixed to the rock,
most of the slabs are unprotected. Be warned that the slabs can be slippery when
wet, and even a light frost will make them treacherous. A steep and rocky ascent,
sometimes holding snow well into the summer, leads to a high rocky gap. After
a traverse across the steep face of Muvrella to reach another gap, there is a
bird’s-eye view of the ski-station at Haut Asco. The descent is very steep and
rugged, taking longer than you might imagine to complete, but on reaching the
ski-station you are rewarded with abundant food and drink, and a choice of
accommodation.

Distance 6km (3% miles)
Total Ascent 860m (2280 feet)
Total Descent  710m (2330 feet)

Time 5% hours
Map IGN 4250 OT
Terrain The steep and bare Spasimata Slabs need special care,

especially when wet, and should be avoided when icy. A
long, steep and rugged ascent is followed by a long descent
on rocky and stony slopes.

Shelter There are tall trees offering shade at the start and finish, but
the highest parts are across open and exposed rocky
mountainsides.

Food and Drink Water is available in rivers on the early part of the ascent,
but there is none on the higher parts or on the descent. Haut
Asco offers plenty of food and drink, and the opportunity to
replenish food supplies.

Leave the Refuge de Carozzu as signposted for Asco and
Bonifatu. After only a few paces reach a path junction in the
trees and turn left as signposted for Asco. Birch trees give
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route, where inclined slabs of rock are crossed.
A rugged stretch of path leads down to the
Ruisseau de Spasimata, where a metal suspen-
sion footbridge spans the river. It is a very
wobbly bridge, especially if you are carrying a
big pack. The altitude is around 1220m
(4000ft). The pool beneath the bridge is a pop-
ular bathing spot for weary walkers in hot
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weather, and indeed, many motorists climb
from the road end at Bonifatu to reach it.

Find a safe stance
and marvel at your
surroundings — sheer
rock walls and
pinnacles rise all
around, and a few
isolated laricio pines
appear to grow from
solid rock on

the cliffs.

Care is needed on the

Spasimata Slabs,
which can be slippery
when wet and should
be avoided when icy.
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A bouldery path climbs to the left, then the
trees thin out and walkers start crossing the sloping Spasimata
Slabs high above the river. Some of the slabs are protected with
cables, but only on this first stretch of the route. In dry conditions
the cables are superfluous, but in wet weather the slabs can be
greasy and the cables prove more useful. Do not cross the slabs
if there is snow or ice present. €




STAGE 2

Refuge d’Ortu di u Piobbu to
Refuge de Carozzu (high-level)

The high-level route from the Refuge d'Ortu di u Piobbu is a tough day’s walk,
especially after the exertions of the first day. It involves walking round a rugged
shoulder to reach a valley, then spending the morning climbing to the Bocca
Piccaia at the head of the valley. The view from the gap is magnificent, provid-
ing the day is clear — full of spires and towers of rock. The route traverses round
the flanks of the mountains, and although it starts easily it becomes quite diffi-
cult, with numerous short rocky ascents and descents. There is another chance
to enjoy exceptional views before a long, steep and stony descent to the Refuge
de Carozzu at the end of the day. (If this day’s walk sounds too tough, refer to the
next section for a low-level alternative.)

Distance 8km (5 miles)
Total Ascent 750m (2460 feet)
Total Descent  1050m (3445 feet)

Time 62 hours
Map IGN 4250 OT
Terrain Rugged wooded slopes at the start and open mountainsides

afterwards. The slopes can be steep and rocky, and a series
of short scrambles must be completed on many of the higher
parts. Paths leading downhill at the end of the day are steep
and stony, running into woodlands.

Shelter The early and later parts of the walk are through woods that
offer a certain amount of shade, but most of the route is
across exposed rocky mountainsides.

Food and Drink Water is available on crossing the first two valleys, at the
Ruisseau de la Mandriaccia and at a source near Leccia
Rossa. Meals and supplies of food and drink are available at
the Refuge de Carozzu.

Leave the Refuge d’Ortu di u Piobbu as signposted for
Carozzu, entering a birch wood and crossing the stream used
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The wooded valley is
overrun by ants, so
stopping or sitting for
any length of time is
not recommended.
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Stage 2: Refuge d'Ortu di u Piobbu to
Refuge de Carozzu (high-level)
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as a water source for the refuge. The path climbs steep and
rocky terrain, and there are a couple of fine views back
towards the refuge through gaps in the trees. After contouring
more easily around a slope, reaching 1627m (5338ft), the
path descends a steep and rugged slope where the slender
birch trees are dwarfed by a few large laricio pines. Pass
close to the Bergeries de la Mandriaccia, then drop downhill
to cross the Ruisseau de la Mandriaccia at 1510m (4955ft).
This is usually a good source of water until midsummer,
though it occurs early in the day, only an hour into
the walk, and you may prefer to wait until reaching the  pynsa

next source. 4 Ficaghi
Watch carefully for the paint flashes as A 361
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bouldery slope covered in trees. The
path leads up towards a sloping ‘SJE%‘?

cliff and for the most part walkers Auberge

pick their way along the base of de la Forét Ot Roa®
the cliff between the trees and the e
bare rock walls. There are more open

views as the path climbs higher through the valley

and the trees begin to thin out. Stay near the base of the
cliff until the path climbs to cross a streambed at Leccia
Rossa in an extensive area of alder scrub. This is a good
source of water, until it dries up, and is reached around
1620m (5315ft). Take a drink and also drink in the
surroundings, marvelling at the towers of rock on either
side of the valley.





