Places of interest around Lake Como

Gera Lario – part 2
Text and photo’s Ruud and Ina Metselaar1

The flood in Gera Lario on 8 August 1951
Continuous rains in the autumn of 1950, abundant snow during the winter and heavy rains in
the spring of 1951 undermined the deforested terrains. On the 7th of August, the rain poured all
day. During the night and in the early morning of the 8th a cloud-burst occurred in the
mountains, causing enormous amounts of water, mud and rocks in the river S. Vincenzo. Only
a couple of years earlier the riverbed had been strengthened for over 500 m with mortared
stones. Yet, this bed was heavily damaged soon by the large masses of stones and other
materials dragged down the river. Large boulders blocked the passage of the bridge in the
provincial road and in a short time also the mouth of the river was blocked. Many men from the
village tried to shift the masses using timber beams, but it was a hopeless work. Higher on the
stream the mortared wall broke down. At 11 o’clock the alarm bells were ringing. However, in
the beginning of the afternoon the rain stopped and the amount of water in the river decreased
somewhat. Everyone was relieved, but not for long, because the heavy rains came back and
soon the bridge was blocked again. The terrains on both sides of the river were flooded and
soon the mud water reached the doors of nearby houses. At one o’clock the alarm bells were
ringing again. At the bridge nothing could be done anymore and everyone just tried to barricade
the doors of the houses against the water and stones.
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However, nobody noticed that higher in the mountains at Tremezzo and Montemezzo, the river
became blocked and little lakes were formed. At 2.15 p.m. one of these barricades broke down
and a massive wave swept away everything on its path, with a noise that could be heard even
in Colico. At the side of the church of S. Vincenzo a cliff protected the building, but at the other
side nothing could stop the violence. Houses and stables were torn down into the lake.
Enormous boulders came down and crushed telephone- and telegraph poles, interrupting all
connections.
The Trattoria de Berino
Close to the river there was the Trattoria de Berino, where the Colombo family lived. That
morning also the daughter in law with a ten years old son and her sister with a boy of four
happened to be present in the house. A massive wave with large boulders swept away the house
and its inhabitants. Giacomo, the father ended in the lake and heard his wife cry for help. He
managed to grab her and bring her ashore, however, during transport to the hospital in
Gravedona, she died of her injuries. Only the sister of his daughter in law survived because she
could grab a trunk of a tree and was saved from the lake by fishermen. The bodies of the other
three members of the family have never been found again.
Anna Maria Baruffaldi was ten years old in 1951. She describes how she experienced the drama
with her father, mother and two sisters. In spite of the large amounts of water coming down the
river, they were not worried in the beginning. Father went outside with the eldest daughter (24)
to barricade the workshop Mother panics and shouts to father, urging him to come back into the
house and finally he does so. Then at a quarter past two the avalanche of mud and stones comes
down and they flee to the upper level. From behind the window they see motorcars disappearing
into the flood. The children cry and want to flee through the windows, but at that moment they
hear a roaring sound – mother looks from the window and shouts: “the river flows against the
house, we can no longer leave”. Two flood waves pass, boulders and parts of a house batter the
walls. The workshop is washed away; part of the house collapses, only the living room is still
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intact. Nobody dares to look around, her sister is on her knees praying her rosary.
Then the walls split, the floor disappears below their feet and Anna finds herself in a whirlpool
of water and stones. She is hit on all sides by the stones until suddenly it becomes quiet again.
She is bleeding and covered with mud, cries out for her mother and then hears voices. Fisher
boats appear and she and her mother are dragged inside. From the shore they are transported
with a fast motorboat to the hospital in Gravedona, where she, later on, hears that her two sisters
have disappeared. None of them were ever found again.

Six houses, seven stables, an office building and a workshop have disappeared. 27 people were
dragged into the lake, 13 of them were never found back, two died in the hospital and the bodies
of two others were later found by divers. Twelve people were saved by fishermen, often with
heavy injuries. Many people and institutes helped to assist the heavily stricken families. Two
years later a chapel was built near the harbour as a remembrance of the victims and in 1957 the
lighthouse was erected with on top the statue of the Madonna.
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