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and VALAIS
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This shorter sampler includes some of the
introductory text, the introductions to each
of the main sections (Picnicking, Car Touring
and Walking) with an example of each. There
is a total of 128 pages, plus two pull-out
touring maps, in the full book.
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___ Getting there _
and getting about

The easiest way to travel to this part of Switzerland is by air.
The largest airports are Zurich and Geneva, and both are
served by low-cost carriers. From the airport you can easily
hop onto public transport. At time of writing, there are also
budget flights to Basel with Easyjet and Ryanair. Car rental,
available at all the airports and in most large towns, can be
pre-booked as a fly/drive deal. There are also local car rental
companies, which may be cheaper. Do not discount package
holidays — there is plenty of choice to many of the resorts.
But it’s also easy to travel from the UK to Switzerland by
train. You can get from London to Paris in just 2h20min
with Eurostar, then transfer to a high-speed TGV to Basel,
for a relaxing and pleasant 3h30min ride. From there you
transfer onto a Swiss train — maybe even a narrow-gauge
railway... Just look at the website www.seat6l.com for a
mouth-watering selection of options, outlined in great detail
by a rail enthusiast.
Driving to Western Switzerland is an option and is
recommended for those
who enjoy the flexibility
and freedom of having their
own transport. After cross-
ing the English Channel by
either tunnel or ferry (there
are also ferries from Hull
and Rosyth in Scotland to
Zeebrugge) it is an easy
day’s drive to Geneva. Un-
fortunately, there are no
motorail ~ services  to
Switzerland. Be aware that
to drive on the Swiss motor-
ways you must purchase a
‘Vignette’ (motorway tax
sticker). At press date these

Post bus bound for Beatenbery
at Interlaken
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cost £31.50 if purchased before you leave (contact
Switzerland Tourism; www.myswitzerland. com), or
40CHEF if bought on the spot at the border. Vignettes are
valid from 1 December of the year prior to that printed on
the sticker through to 31 January of the year following that
printed on the sticker.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT IN SWITZERLAND

Switzerland has arguably the world’s best public transport
system. If there is one country in the world where you can
explore a vast majority of its mountain landscape by public
transport, it is Switzerland. Where trains don’t go, buses will
— even to remote valleys and hamlets (see www.post
auto.ch), honking their melodious and famous theme from
the overture of Rossini’s William 1ell as they wind up the
mountain passes (to get you in the mood, there’s a sound-
track at www.post auto.ch/en/three-tone-horn).

Railways

The Swiss Federal Railways have an excellent website
(www.sbb.ch) which details train, bus, boat, cable car,
gondola and funicular routes including most of those
operated by privately-owned companies. Switzerland
Tourism’s website (www.myswitzerland.com) also has a
good overview.



___Car touring

The car tours have been designed to show you the best of
each area, with plenty of short walks where you can stretch
your legs: there are 13 short walks especially for motorists,
set apart from the main text by green lines and shown on the
touring maps with the symbol.

The accompanying maps (see pull-out maps for a key)
include all the places visited, but I suggest that you also
obtain a good 1:200,000 map such as Michelin’s Regional
Map 552 to southwest Switzerland.

A few guidelines:

* the speed limit on motorways is 120km/h (usually
reduced to 100km/h in tunnels); on cantonal roads 80km/h;
in urban areas 50km/h. Speed limits are strictly enforced, with
numerous radars.

* Safety belts are compulsory.

* There are plenty of petrol stations; if unstaffed, they
can usually be used with credit cards.

* The blood alcohol limit is 0.05% (50mg/100ml,
lower than in the UK).

* Parking is usually metered, so have change with you.

* A few villages are car-free. For all hikes, I recommend
where to park.

* Many mountain passes are closed for traffic in winter;
where they are open, you will need snow tires.

¢ Narrow mountain roads may prove nerve-racking for
some motorists. For cars of similar type, the car driving #phill
has priority, unless a lay-by close at hand allows the driver to
make way for the downhill motorist. Otherwise, heavier
vehicles have priority over lighter ones. On postal mountain
roads (road signs with a yellow horn on blue background),
post buses have priority. Toot when you can’t see vound the bend!

Right: bridge over waterfills at the Beatus Caves
12



Car tour 1: HIGHLIGHTS OF THE BERNESE OBERLAND

Thun ¢ Beatus Caves ® Unterseen ® Interlaken ¢ Brienz ¢ Ballenberg
with Swiss Open-Air Museum ¢ Aare Gorge ® Reichenbach Falls
Iseltwald and Giessbach Falls » Lauterbrunnen ¢ Grindelwald ¢ Spiez
* Thun

177km/110mi; 3h driving

En voute: Walks 1-5; additional shovt walks suggested below
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his circuit navigates around two splendid lakes in the
Bernese Oberland, Lake Thun (Thunersee) and Lake
Brienz (Brienzersee) and features side-trips into the Hasli
and Lauterbrunnen valleys — and the valley which is home

to Grindelwald.

From Thun follow the northern
shore of Lake Thun towards
GUNTEN and INTERLAKEN, with
open views across the lake and
pyramid-shaped Mount Niesen
rising behind Spiez on the
southern shore. Pass through
Hilterfingen, Oberhofen, Gunten
and Merligen to arrive at Beaten-
bucht (14km).

From here you could follow
part of the ‘Pilgerweg’ as a short
walk to the Beatus Caves (see
below), but if you prefer to drive
there, just continue the tour to the
17km-point.

Yet another option is to take a
funicular up to Beatenberg
(1121m) and from there a gondola
up Mount Niederhorn (1934m),
enjoy the view and walk down to
Beatenbucht in about 2h30min.

Short walk: Pilgrim’s path
from Beatenbucht to the
Beatus Caves (3.5km, 1h,
ascent 230m). Park in the multi-
storey car park in Beatenbucht.
Walk to the adjacent valley
station of the funicular and
follow the yellow signs towards
BEATENBUCHT/PILGERWEG. The
pilgrims’ path is part of the
Camino de Santiago (the way
of St James) and runs through
forest high above Lake Thun
from Beatenbucht to the Beatus
Caves (description below,
photograph on page 13), with
occasional views over the lake.
From the caves descend for
10min to the road and take the

bus back to Beatenbucht (runs
every 30min-1h; timetable at
the caves).

From Beatenbucht, the road starts
to rise, reaching 70m above the
lake by the time you arrive at the
Beatus Caves (17km NXAM
open mid-Mar to mid-Oct, 30min
guided tours, www.beatus
hochlen.ch). These 1km-long
illuminated dripstone caves are set
up in the cliffs amidst waterfalls.
From the caves the road drops
again as you approach the
plain with the towns Unterseen
and its larger neighbour, adjacent
Interlaken, sandwiched in between
the two lakes. At the eastern end of
Lake Thun, follow the sign for
UNTERSEEN (not Interlaken). In
Unterseen (22km), follow the
TRANSIT signs, to avoid the centre
of Interlaken; then follow the blue
sign for LUCERNE. (The green sign
to Lucerne would take you to the
expressway on the southern shore
of Lake Brienz, but we want to
cruise the northern shore first.)
On the northern shore there are
a number of lay-bys (&8) which
invite you to stop and enjoy the
scenery as you pass through the
villages of Ringgenberg,
Niederried and Oberried to arrive
in Brienz (43km), an attractive
lakeside resort known for its wood
carvings. It is also the starting
point of the mountain railway
which climbs Mount Rothorn
(2350m; follow signs for parking
at the eastern end of Brienz).

Right: map for Car tour 1
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About 2km after Brienz, after
you have left the village Brienz-
Kienholz, take a left towards
FREILICHTMUSEUM BALLENBERG.
After 2km you come to the
western entrance to Ballenberg —
home of the outstanding Swiss
Open-Air Museum (MX open
mid-Apr to end Oct, ( 033 952 10
30 or 033 952 10 40; www.ballen
berg.ch). Over a hundred historical
buildings threatened with
destruction (some of them
centuries old) were dismantled and
re-erected in Ballenberg. They
come from all over Switzerland,
and are set in appropriate gardens
or fields. The authentic interiors of
the rooms give an impression of
life’s hardships in years gone by
All species of native Swiss farm
animals are on view (there are over
250 different animals), and there
are demonstrations of typical
crafts. Children love it.

Short walks: Open-Air
Museum in Ballenberg (time
immaterial). You can spend up
to a full day in this park (which
is also served by bus from the
railway station in Brienz). Be
sure to wear walking shoes: it
takes about four hours to cover
the entire area — or you can
walk for just a couple of hours
from either the west or east
entrance. You could plan out a
couple of walks in advance: log
on to their website and search
‘brochures’ to download a pdf
of the museum map.

From Ballenberg head back to the
main road (49km) and turn left
towards MEIRINGEN. Now you
come into the Haslital, a large
valley stretching from Lake Brienz
to the Grimsel Pass. The road
parallels the river Aare. At the

roundabout where a left turn
would cross the Aare and enter
Meiringen, continue straight on.
Then go right at the next
roundabout (69km), signposted
to the GRIMSELPASS. After 100m
you come to a crossroads. First
take the road to the left; in just
over 1km you come to the
western entrance to the Aare
Gorge (entrance open Apr-Oct
from 8.30-17.30 but from 8.30-
18.30 in Jul/Aug; you can exit
any time; in Jul/Aug also open
Thu-Sat from 20.30-22.00 when
the gorge is floodlit, www.
aareschlucht.ch).

Short walk: Aare Gorge (3km,
1h30min, ascent 50m or 30-
40min if returning by public
transport; see below). The Aare
River has carved an impressive
gorge 1.4km long and up to
180m deep — with walls only a
metre across at the narrowest
point. The gorge has been
made accessible to walkers
through a bold system: there’s
1km of wooden paths built on
steel girders anchored in the
cliff walls, punctuated by some
400m of tunnels. The walk is
easy with little ascent — but
spectacular. This is a linear walk
— out and back the same way.
Using public transport, you can
visit the gorge on a one-way
walk (about 30-40min). There
are two entrances to the gorge,
west (¢ 033 971 40 48) and east
(¢ 033 971 10 48), both of which
can be reached by the
Meiringen-Innertkirchen Bahn,
which usually runs every 30min.
It's a 10min walk to the west
entrance, 5min to the east
entrance (crossing a swing-
bridge).
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Drive back to the crossroads, and ~ 42; runs mid-May until beginning
now go straight ahead, after of Oct, from 9.00-11.45 and
300m coming to the valley station ~ 13.15-17.45 every 15min; in

of the funicular for the Reichen-  Jul/Aug 9.00-18.00 runs every
bach Falls (photograph on page 15min).

At the narrowest point, the walls of the Aare Gorge ave only 1m apart
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Reichenbach Falls impressed

Short walk: Reichenbach Falls Sir Arthur Conan Doyle so much
and Sherlock Holmes (3km, that he let his fictional detective
1h30min, ascent 140m, descent Sherlock Holmes ‘die’ here —
380m). Of the many waterfalls the exact place is marked by a
in the Bernese Oberland, the star on the cliff wall, clearly

On the shovt walk to the Reichenbach Falls, just a few metves from Gasthaus
Zwirygi, there is a fine view over Meivingen.
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visible from the mountain
station of the funicular. From
this MOUNTAIN STATION (843m),
follow the waymarked path to
the falls. You cross the impres-
sive Reichenbach Falls via a
BRIDGE and come in about 25
minutes to GASTHAUS ZWIRGI
(980m, a3 (033 971 14 22,
www.zwirgi.ch).

You have two choices to return
on foot to the valley. You can
retrace your steps a few metres
and then take the path
signposted east via Schwendi
(at the first junction in the
forest, turn left to get to the
Sherlock Holmes memorial); this
takes about an hour. Alterna-
tively, take the path west from
Gasthaus Zwirgi via Falcheren
(allow 1h30min).

After these two visits, return to the
main road (72km) and drive back
to Lake Brienz. Follow the green
signs for INTERLAKEN which will
take you to the southern shore of
Lake Brienz (do not follow the
blue sign to Interlaken, as this
route leads to the northern shore).
The expressway runs some way
distant from the lake and goes
through several tunnels, but still
offers glimpses of the lake.

Leave the expressway to drive
down to the small and quiet village
of Iseltwald on the shore of Lake
Brienz (92km; closed to traffic,
except for hotel and restaurant
guests). There are a few hotels, an
open-air swimming pool and the
pier for boats plying the lake. The
car park is outside the village.

Short walk: Iseltwald and the
Giessbach Falls (as far as you
like — or, as a circuit via the
Grandhotel Giessbach, up to
12km, 3h30min, ascent of about

200m). The walk from Iseltwald
to the Giessbach Falls is
gorgeous and just beside the
lake — often in forest, with
beautiful vistas. Only the sound
of rippling water accompanies
you. At various places the path
has been dynamited into the
rocks. You can go as far as you
like and return the same way.

If you'd like to set a moderate
goal, you could just walk to the
picnic area with fire places
called Glooten, in the forest
about half way between
Iseltwald and the falls; this
takes about 1h out and back.

If you go all the way to
Giessbach (about 1h30min),
you'll find a funicular just by
the pier — the oldest funicular
in Europe, so the sign says. It
goes up to the GRANDHOTEL
GIESSBACH. You could take that
up to save the climb, or you
could walk up. To walk up,
continue past the PIER and
along the lake for a few metres,
passing the lowest of the 14
cascades making up the
Giessbach Falls, then take the
signposted path up to the hotel.
The best view of the falls is from
the hotel.

Now you can either go back
the same way along the shore,
or make a circuit by taking a
path which runs about 150m
above Lake Brienz. For the latter,
continue uphill from the hotel
for a few minutes, cross the falls
again, and head back to Iselt-
wald on the broad gravel road
— mostly through forest and
some pastures. Near the end
the road becomes surfaced.
There are a handful of junctions
where you can descend to the
trail on the shore, if you decide
to do so.
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Drive back to the expressway
and, south of Interlaken, take the
exit signed to GRINDELWALD for
side-trips into the Lauterbrunnen
Valley and Grindelwald. When you
come to the hamlet of Zweiliit-
schinen (109km), the road forks.
Continue straight on through the
village of Lauterbrunnen and
leave your car at the parking area
by the church (114km). The
Lauterbrunnen Valley is a
miniature “Yosemite of the Alps’.
Dozens of waterfalls thunder down
here. The two most famous are the
Staubbach Falls (Switzerland’s
highest freefalling waterfall,
plummeting almost 300m — just a
couple of minutes outside
Lauterbrunnen and visible from
the village) and the spectacular
Triitmmelbach Falls. The latter are

Europe’s only glacial falls inside a
mountain, draining the glaciers of
the Eiger, Monch and Jungfrau. A
lift, tunnels, bridges and walkways
bring the visitor close to these
thundering falls.

Short walk: from Lauter-
brunnen to the staubbach
Falls and Triimmelbach Falls
(5min to the Staubbach Falls;
3km/45min to the Triimmelbach
Falls, return the same way or
take the post bus which runs
every 30min-1h; ascent negli-
gible). From the CHURCH, follow
the surfaced road to the
Staubbach Falls, and continue
along the path in the valley to
the Triimmelbach Falls. Allow
30min for a visit to the
Triimmelbach Falls (entry fee).
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From Lauterbrunnen return to
Zwetliitschinen and branch off
right to Grindelwald (130km). If
you plan to spend some time near
Grindelwald, Walk 4 (page 68) is
short and spectacular. Do plan to
stay a few days to enjoy one of the
great landscapes of Switzerland,
explored in detail in Walks 1-4.

From Grindelwald drive back
to the Zweiliitschinen junction
(142km) and return to the express-
way. Continue along the southern
shore of Lake Thun, then take the
exit for SPIEZ. Shortly after
entering Spiez, there is a lay-by
(e8) with a beautiful view to what
Spiez claims is ‘Europe’s most
beautiful bay’ and its prominent
castle. And beautiful the bay
certainly is, embedded between
hills and vineyards and with the

pyramid-shaped Mount Niesen
(2362m) towering up in the south.
Descend to the bay at the shore of
Lake Thun (167km; car park),
where I suggest two short walks.

Short walk: Spiez and its vine-
yards (3km, 1h, ascent 100m).
From the garden of the CASTLE
(W open Mar-Oct, € 033 654 15
06, www.schloss-spiez.ch),
follow the road to the Kirsch-
garten junction and turn right
for SPIEZBERG. Stroll around the
vineyards and the forest of
Spiezberg at your leisure, then
return to the castle.

Short walk: Lakeside walk
from Spiez to Faulensee and
back (6km, 1h30min, no height
gain). From the bay, follow the
path alongside the lake to the
port of Faulensee. Trees leaning
over the water, an open-air art
museum, and a fish farm with
information boards add to the
charm of this peaceful walk.

From here head back to Thun
(177km), where another lakeside
walk is recommended.

Short walk: Lakeside walk
from Thun to Gwatt (3km,
45min, no height gain). From
STRANDBAD, the huge public
indoor and outdoor swimming
pool in the urban area of
Diirrenast, follow the sign-
posted and waymarked lakeside
walk to the village of Gwatt. The
first few minutes lead through
sports and residential areas,
then the path runs by reeds at
the water’s edge. In Gwatt,
walk to the main street and
take the bus back to Strandbad.

Lauterbyunnen and the Staubbach Falls



_ Walking

Switzerland offers a myriad of hiking possibilities. The walks
in this guide have been selected because they are accessible
both by car and public transport — which still gave me a
huge choice! Some routes in the guide rank among the
world’s top hiking destinations, others may only be known
to those walking aficionados who live in the region. However,
in the end it doesn’t really matter where you set oft: you will
tind natural beauty all around you.

Most of the walks in this book are circuits, some are out-
and-back the same way, and a few are limear (in which case
you can return to your starting point by public transport).

There are 20 main walks, from easy to very strenuous. But
you will have a choice of some 43 shorter versions or
alternative routes. In addition, a further 13 short rambles,
especially suited to motorists, are suggested in Car tours 1
and 2. (Car tour 3 explores the fascinating side-valleys of the
Valais, where 13 of the main walks — and their shorter
versions — are located.) Whether you’d like to do leisurely
rambling or serious hiking, you will have more than 75
walks from which to choose.

R)utes and waymarking
Hiking routes, signposting and waymarking are
standardized in most of Switzerland. Most commonly,
destination, walking time and altitude are indicated, as in the
photograph overleaf. (Zermatt has its own standard a
typical signpost there can be seen in the photograph on page
101.) There are three types of route:
* Walking route (Wanderweg in German, chemin pédestre or
itinéradve pédestre in French): easy paths through hills or
along the lower mountain slopes. Marked entirely in yellow,
cither as a directional marker at junctions, or as a rhombus
to indicate that you are still on the right track.
* Mountain route (Bergwanderweg in German, itinéraive
de montagne in French): paths through rougher territory.
Signs have a yellow body with a white-red-white arrowhead.
Hiking boots are always required.
* Alpine route (Alpinwanderwey in German, itinéraive
alpin in French): these include glacier traverses and light
climbing. Alpine equipment is required. Signs are in blue,
with a white-blue-white arrowhead.

47
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Hikes in this guide follow routes from the first two
categories only — with very minor exceptions (Walks 4 and
19 describe Alpine routes as alternative walks). Waymarking
in Switzerland is excellent. Still, nature is dynamic, and land-
slides, floods or avalanches may force you to re-route.

The spelling of names on maps and signposts may at
times differ in Swiss-German areas (rarely in French-
speaking Switzerland). The Swiss-Germans use High
German as a formal language (eg in newspapers), but the
native language is Swiss-German (Schwyzer Diitsch) which,
depending on the dialect, might not be understood at all by
Germans. For example, whereas the name on the official
Swiss mapping reads Tiochni Stige (Swiss-German), the

A forest of signposts near the veturn voute of Walk 15: the location and altitude
are shown on the white ground, various destinations and walking times on the
fingerposts. The white-red-white arrowheads indicate mountain routes, the
brown fingerposts histovic sites or points of particular intevest.



Walk 1 (Bernese Oberland):

SCHYNIGE PLATTE

FIRST, FAULHORN AND

Distance/time: 16km/10mi;
6h10min, but see Shorter walks
below

Best period: June to October
Grade: @ strenuous, but techni-
cally easy. Ascent 700m/2300ft,
descent 900m/2950ft; highest
point 2681m, lowest 1933m.
Signposts and hordes of tourists
ensure you won’t get lost! Make
sure the weather is good.
Equipment: hiking boots
Refreshments/accommodation:
Berghaus First at First mountain
station (restaurant, rooms,
dormitories, ¢ 033 853 12 84,
www.berghausfirst.ch); Berghotel
Faulhorn (open end Jun to mid-
Oct, 6 rooms with 2-3 beds, 2
dormitories with 30 places each,
often full at weekends, ¢ 033 853
27 13, www.berghotel-
faulhorn.ch); Alpine hut
Minndlenen/Weberhiitte (open
end Jun to mid-Oct, 25 dormitory
places, € 033 853 44 64, www.
berghaus-maenndlenen.ch); Hotel
Schynige Platte (open end May
to end Oct, singles/doubles,
(033 828 73 73, www.schynige
platte.ch)

Transport: & up to First
(2166m), reached from Grindel-
wald via a 6-seat gondola (mid-
May to Oct, 25min ride); return
by #* cog railway to Wilderswil
from Schynige Platte (Jun-Oct, up
to 15 times/day, journey time
52min, last train at about 18.00),
then Wil back to Grindelwald
(runs almost every half hour,
journey time 30min). A circular
ticket can be bought which covers
all three forms of transport.

Shorter walks

1 First — Bachsee — First
(1h45min, ascent 170m, @ ecasy).
Follow the main walk to the
50min-point B, then retrace your
steps. Suitable for everyone.

2 First — Faulhorn — First.
(4h05min, ascent of 580m,

@® moderate to strenuous,
technically easy). Follow the main
walk to Faulhorn (E; 2h20min),
then walk back to First.

3 Two-day walk (@ grade,

time and ascent as main walk).
Break the walk with an overnight
stay at Faulhorn @ or
Minndlenen H.

aulnor
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his walk is a classic in the Bernese Oberland, and
rightfully so. Legion are the hikers who cross from First
to Schynige Platte (or vice versa) — among some of the most
splendid scenery in the Alps. This high traverse runs entirely
above the tree line, so pay attention to the weather forecast

when you choose your day!

From First cable car station

(El; 2166m), take the gravel road
signposted to BACHSEE (also called
Bachalpsee), passing the Gummi-
Hiitte (more of a shed; H;
30min). The view across the lake
(Bachsee; H; 2265m, 50min) to
Schreckhorn (4078m) and
Finsteraarhorn (4274m) is the
epitome of an Alpine panorama.
(Shorter walk 1 turns back to First
fiom here.)

You pass the Burgihiitte
(another shed; E; 2438m,
1h40min) and turn right at a
junction called Gassenboden (H;
2553m, 1h55min), to arrive at the
SUMMIT OF Faulhorn (B; 2681m,
2h20min). Here, at the top, is the
Berghotel Faulhorn, built in 1830
— making it the oldest mountain
hotel in the Alps. If’s great to stay
overnight here and watch the
spectacle of a sunset and sunrise,
but telephone reservations are a
must!

The views are spectacular as
you continue below Faulhorn: the
white trio of Eiger, Monch and
Jungfrau rise to the south, and
Lake Brienz lies 2000m below you
to the north. After the trail swings
to the right, you arrive at the
Minndlenen Hut (H; 2344m,
3h20min) — another good place
to stay during a two-day walk.

Some 15 minutes past the hut,
the path makes a left turn into a
long valley, the Sigistal (E
completely enclosed by ridges. The
trail eventually rounds Mount
Loucherhorn (signpost:
LAUCHEREN; 2020m, 4h50min). A
couple of minutes later you arrive
at a JUNCTION Bl where you have
the choice of taking a direct path
to Schynige Platte (saving 40
minutes) or the longer, well-named
‘Panorama Trail’ which offers
dizzying views down over Lake
Brienz and Lake Thun.

The main walk bears right for
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the Panoramaweg. The path is
safe, but at times there are sheer
drops just a few metres away. At a
JUNCTION below Mount
Oberberghorn (£; 2069m,
5h20min) bear right again, to stay
on the Panoramaweg. (By the way,
Oberberghorn can be climbed;
there are ladders.)

You pass the place called
Daube (i]; SIGNPOST: 2076m,
5h45min) and finally arrive at
Schynige Platte (IE; 1980m,
6h10min). If you feel you haven’t
already had enough exercise,
instead of taking the cog railway
from Schynige Platte, you can walk
down (mostly through forest) to
the Breitlauenen railway station
(1542m) in just an hour.

Wrapped in veils of mist — the
mysterious north fice of the Eiger
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