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Thematic excursion chtour 

 

Niklaus von Flüe, Saint and Pacifist 

Departure at 9.00 from Berne, return to Berne at about 19.00. Registration requested. Saturdays and Sundays. 

For the same tour on a weekday please register six weeks in advance.   

 

Niklaus von Flüe, born in 1417, was a farmer and respected 

citizen of canton Obwalden, member of the council, and 

judge in local affairs. He had served in the Old Zurich War as 

an officer. When he was fifty years old, he felt that he 

should start a life entirely dedicated to God. 

After discussions, his wife accepted his choice. He left her 

with their ten children and started his spiritual journey. Not 

far from Liestal, on his way towards Basel, Niklaus had a 

vision that requested him to return to his area of origin and 

to start a life as a hermit there.  

Niklaus returned and hid in the steep valley of the small 

river Melcha not far from his former family home.  

When the inhabitants noticed his presence, they built him a 

shelter where Niklaus spent the last nineteen years of his 

life as hermit, ascetic and mystic - without eating during all 

these years according to his contemporaries.  

 

Tombstone showing Niklaus von Flüe in the chapel beside 

the church in Sachseln. 

The victories of the Swiss against the army of Charles the Bold of Burgundy brought formerly unknown wealth 

to Switzerland but also increased internal contradictions, mainly between urban and rural cantons. In 

December 1481, the delegates of the eight cantons (UR, SZ, OW/NW, LU, GL, ZH, ZG, BE) met for a Tagsatzung 

at Stans but reached no consensus about some fundamental issues.  

  

The chapels in the Melcha valley with their ex-votos 

The dividing questions were the expedition of young hooligans from Central Switzerland to Geneva in 1477 

(Saubannerzug), a conspiracy of the rural population of Entlebuch against the city of Lucerne - with people 
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from Obwalden involved, the privileges (Burgrecht) granted by the city cantons of the Confederation to cities 

that were not part of the Confederation, and finally the admission of Solothurn and Fribourg to the 

Confederation. A civil war seemed likely.  

In the night from 21 to 22 December, Heimo Amgrund, priest at Stans and friend of “Brother Klaus”, went to 

Flüeli-Ranft to get advice from the hermit. He returned to Stans on 22 December in the afternoon when the 

delegates of the cantons were about to leave. They were however ready to listen to the message of the hermit 

transmitted by his friend. The message was the base for a compromise adopted the same day (treaty of Stans).  

After his death, Niklaus von Flüe was initially buried in a chapel next to the church at Sachseln. His grave 

became a place of pilgrimage. In the 17
th

 century, Niklaus von Flüe was beatified and in 1947, canonized by 

Pope Pius XII. For religious people in Switzerland, it made no doubt that Switzerland was spared by two world 

wars thanks to the protection of the patron saint of Switzerland.   

 

The excursion of chtour goes along the lakes of Thun and 

Brienz across the Brünig Pass to Flüeli-Ranft in the canton of 

Obwalden. We visit the birthplace and the family home of the 

saint, wooden constructions of the 15
th

 century (open in 

summer only). We walk down to the Melcha valley to visit the 

two Ranft chapels and the shelter of the hermit. We also take 

a look at the Mösli chapel on the other side of the small river.  

Lunch at Sachseln, then visit of the museum (open from Palm 

Sunday to 1
st

 November) that shows the life and the 

posthumous veneration of the saint. In the Sachseln church, 

where Brother Klaus’ body is kept today, we see the cloth he 

wore as a hermit and the painting he used for his meditations.  

Stained glass window at the Flüeli chapel offered by the 

canton of Unterwalden (including the two “half-cantons” of 

Nidwalden and Obwalden) in 1617  

Finally, we drive or walk to the chapel of St. Niklausen that overlooks the Melcha valley and Flüeli village and 

from where we enjoy a beautiful view of the landscape in the geographic centre of Switzerland. The chapel 

with its old, free-standing clock tower, medieval frescos and a ceiling painted in 1704 by a local artist is worth 

the visit. 

Return to Bern using the panoramic road through Glaubenbielen Pass and Sörenberg (closed in winter). 

  

Slow travel: taking the time to drive on the most direct road across a fantastic landscape instead of staring at 

the traffic, the tunnels and the embankments of the national highways 


