
On her Swiss sojourn, Uma Venkatraman enjoys 
intimate Zermatt as much as expansive St. Moritz 
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in the mountains

Athome

T he Matterhorn played hide-and-seek 
with us during the entire 33-minute 
ride on the Gornergrat Bahn, Europe’s 

highest open-air cog railway.  
As we climbed 1,469m from the Swiss town 

of Zermatt to the summit of the Gornergrat 
(3,089m), the most famous mountain in the 
Alps teased and enticed us, alternately peek-
ing out from and ducking behind the clouds, 
frustrating passengers who had cameras and 
smartphones on the ready.

I did not jostle for space at the windows — 
after all, once we reached the top, I reasoned, I 
would see the mountain in all its glory and take 
all the pictures I wanted. But the mysterious 
Matterhorn was not going to make it that easy. 

From the observation platform, I could see 
the Monte Rosa Massif, the highest mountain 
in the Swiss Alps, and many peaks that topped 
4,000m, sparkling white against a brilliant 
blue backdrop — including the Dufourspitze 
(4,634m), the country’s highest peak — and 

the Gorner Glacier, Switzerland’s third- 
longest glacier.

But the Matterhorn clung stubbornly to 
its white shroud. I should have taken my 
photographs on the way up, I berated myself. 
Then, a cold breeze swept the clouds away 
and there it was, the instantly recognisable 
pyramid-shaped peak that soars to 4,478m. 
I snapped away furiously, and just as well, 
because all too soon, the clouds gathered 
again, shielding the mountain from view. 

Luckily, that was not to be my last glimpse of 
the Matterhorn, the name roughly translating 
to “peak in the meadows”. Climbing it is no 
easy feat though; over 500 climbers have died 
trying to scale it since the first ascent in 1865. 

Fortunately for me, the most dangerous acti- 
vity I undertook was to trudge to the Lake 
of Riffelsee halfway down from Gornergrat 
to look at the mountain reflected in the  
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still waters. But the lake was still half-frozen, 
so I could not replicate an often-seen picture.

While the Matterhorn is undoubtedly the 
centre of attention in Zermatt, the car-free 
mountain resort in the Swiss canton of Valais 
offers plenty of other activities — you can 
even take the peak lift up to the Matterhorn 
Glacier Paradise, for unforgettable views of 38 
4,000m peaks and 14 glaciers from the 360-
degree viewing platform.  

Down the slopes on kickbikes
Outdoor buffs can choose from skiing, hiking 
and climbing, some of the more popular 
pursuits. My group and I, however, went kick- 
biking, which involves a bike but no kicking, 
on what is a cross between a bike and a scooter. 

We took the cable car up to Sunnegga and 
had lunch, before hiring our kickbikes, which 
come with mandatory helmets. Then we set 
off on the thrilling 870m-long downhill ride 
back to Zermatt. 

I hurtled down the first slope at breakneck 
speed, not realising that I had to use the brakes 
not just to stop, but also to regulate my pace. 
Once I got the hang of it, I zipped through the 

Swiss pine and larch forest, enjoying the cold 
wind and the scenery. 

When I reached the end-point — the  
Sunnegga-Rothorn Valley Station — I wished I 
could do it all over again.

Action-packed fun at St. Moritz
Where Zermatt nestles snugly among the tow-
ering peaks and has a more intimate feel, St. 
Moritz is expansive, with the deep blue lake as 
its centrepiece. It is as if the mountains here 
are content to remain in the background.

While I knew that the rich and famous 
holiday here, the town, situated at a height 
of 1,856m in the Upper Engadine region, first 
became famous for its mineral springs, which 
were discovered 3,000 years ago. I filled my 
bottle with the mineral-rich water. Next morn-
ing, there was a layer of red deposits at the 
bottom, a testament to its rich iron content.

St. Moritz also hosted the Winter Olym-
pics twice, no surprise as it was also where 
alpine winter tourism was born in 1864, the 
brainchild of hotelier Johannes Badrutt. It is 
now an exceptional winter sports destination, 
offering 350km of pistes for winter hiking, 
cross-country skiing and tobogganing.

In the summer, there is rowing, sailing and 
windsurfing on the lake, and plenty of walking 

trails and golf courses to check out. 

High on flavours 
What I enjoyed the most was not quite so 
strenuous — brunch at the alpine cheese 
dairy in Morteratsch, a 20-minute drive from 
St. Moritz.

I tried my hand at traditional cheese making, 
stirring the curd in a large cauldron set on an 
open fire — quite a workout for the arms. It 
made the meal all the more enjoyable, as I 
tucked into the generous cheese buffet, bread, 
local jam, honey and sausages, and sweet juicy 
fruits, with hot coffee to wash it all down. 

The mellow sunshine, the cheery chequered 
tablecloths and the verdant surroundings all 
contributed to a memorable experience. 

After the hearty brunch, we walked to the 
rushing river to bask in the sunshine. As we 
waited for our ride back into town, chug-
ging round the bend came a train, with the 
mountains in the background rising up into 
the azure sky, and summer flowers creating 
a colourful splash in the green of the rolling 
countryside. This time, I had just a split 
second to take the perfect shot — and I did.

The writer’s trip was organised by  
Dynasty Travel and Switzerland Tourism.
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GETTING THERE
I flew on Swiss to Zurich, 
then took a train to 
Zermatt. From there, I rode 
on the Glacier Express to 
Chur and changed trains 
for St. Moritz.

TRAVELLER’S TIPS
n  The Swiss pass makes 

travel seamless through 
the country as it is valid 
on trains, buses and 
ferries. (www.swiss-
pass-ch)

n  Zermatt and St. Moritz 
involve plenty of 
walking, so a sturdy 
pair of shoes is a must.

n  Even in summer, it 
can get chilly in the 
evenings, so carry a 
jacket.

Tuck into a lavish brunch spread with 
different varieties of cheese and more  
at the alpine cheese dairy in Morteratsch. 
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