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Introduction to Switzerland
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“In Italy for thirty years under the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder, bloodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance. In Switzerland they had brotherly love; they had 500 years of democracy and peace. And what did that produce? The cuckoo clock.”
Orson Welles as Harry Lime, in The Third Man (1949)
Never has one throwaway movie line done so much to damage the reputation of a whole country. Even now, despite being one of the most visited countries in Europe, Switzerland remains one of the least understood.
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The facts are that until national reconciliation in 1848, Switzerland was the most consistently turbulent, war-torn area of Europe (so much for brotherly love), and yet, both before and after it found stability, it brought forth luminaries in the arts and sciences of the calibre of Hans Holbein, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Albert Einstein, Paul Klee, Hermann Hesse and Alberto Giacometti. So much for the cuckoo clock – a Bavarian invention, anyway.
But two centuries of tourism have left their mark: faced by an ever-increasing onslaught of visitors, these days many Swiss are content to abide by a quaint stereotype of Switzerland that’s easily packaged and sold – the familiar Alpine idyll of cheese and chocolate, Heidi and the Matterhorn – while keeping the best bits for themselves. Come for a “Lakes and Mountains” package, or a week of skiing, or a short city-break, and you’ll get all the pristine beauty, genteel calm and well-oiled efficiency of the Switzerland that the locals deem suitable for public consumption. The other Switzerland – the one the Swiss inhabit – needs time and patience to winkle out of its shell, but can be an infinitely more rewarding place to explore.
Within this rugged environment, community spirit is perhaps stronger than anywhere else in Europe. Since the country is not an ethnic, linguistic or religious unity, it has survived – so the Swiss are fond of saying – simply through the will of its people to resolve their differences. Today, a unique style of “bottom-up” democracy ensures real power still rests with the people, who vote frequently on referenda affecting all aspects of life from local recycling projects to national economic policy. The constitution devolves power upwards from the people to municipal governments and up again to the regions (known as cantons), only as a last resort granting certain powers to the federal government.
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Students outside Lausanne’s cathedral
This kind of decentralized structure means that the cantons – which are, in essence, tiny self-governing republics who have volunteered to join together – have mostly held onto their own, unique flavours. Although Swiss people value their shared Swissness above all, they also cherish their own home-town identity and their differences from their neighbours. Tensions exist between the four language communities, as they do between Catholic and Protestant, or between urban and rural areas, while regional characteristics remain sharply defined and diverse. Local pride is fuelled by a range of traditional folkloric customs, most of which stem from pagan or medieval Christian festivals. Most prominent of these is carnival, held around the country on or around Mardi Gras, the last day before Lent. The most exuberant celebrations, held in Lucerne and Basel, feature bands, masked parades, street dancing and spontaneous partying that belie the stereotype of a placid, unadventurous Switzerland. A host of smaller events fills out the calendar and it’s still easily possible to stumble on village festivals that have been staged by local people for centuries past.
This sense of cultural continuity sits oddly with the fact that Switzerland has grown into one of the world’s richest countries. Its economy is small-scale but thoroughly modern: traditional industries such as watchmaking and textiles now thrive by focusing closely on the luxury end of the market and have ceded prime position to engineering, pharmaceuticals and service industries. Tourism has been a high earner since the mid-nineteenth century, when the Alps became both a fashionable destination for wealthy travellers and a prescribed retreat for sufferers from respiratory diseases needing curative sunshine and fresh mountain air. And yet the country still stands alone. In the 1940s, Switzerland was surrounded by hostile Axis powers; these days, it’s encircled by the “friendly” EU. Switzerland’s dogged neutrality rings ever more hollow. Commentators are noting sadly that Switzerland is only now embarking on the kind of multi-ethnic social integration that its neighbours began in the 1950s.
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Having taken centuries to bolt their country together from diverse elements, the Swiss seem instinctively to return to their sense of community spirit, expressed most tangibly in the order and cleanliness you’ll see on show everywhere. Yet the sterility so decried by Graham Greene (who wrote Harry Lime’s jibe about brotherly love), if it characterizes any part of the country, applies only to the glossy, neatly packaged tourist idyll of lakes and mountains. The three great Swiss cities of Geneva, Zürich and Basel are crammed with world-class museums and galleries. In Zürich and Lausanne, there’s a humming arts scene and underground club culture that feeds nightlife as vibrant as anything you’ll find in much larger European cities.
The landscapes are dominated by the Alps and their foothills, but mountains aren’t the only story. In the north and centre are lush, rolling grasslands epitomized by the velvety green hills of the Emmental, traditional dairy-farming country. Vineyards rise tiered above Lake Geneva, the Rhône valley and the Rhine. The southeast is cut through by wild, high-sided valleys, lonely, dark and thickly forested. Most surprisingly of all, bordering Italy in the south you’ll find subtropical Mediterranean-style flower gardens, sugarloaf hills and sunny, palm-fringed lakes.
Switzerland may be a small, little-regarded mid-continental country with a serious image problem, but it has plenty more to offer than most visitors suspect.
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Fact file
• Switzerland covers an area of 41,285 sq km – roughly the size of Wales or West Virginia. At the most it is 220km from north to south, and 348km from west to east. The highest point is the Dufourspitze at 4634m above sea level, the lowest is Lake Maggiore at 193m. The total population is around 7.7 million, of whom 6 million are Swiss citizens.
• The Swiss Confederation is ruled by a seven-member government called the Federal Council, with the presidency rotating annually between all seven members. Both this and the Supreme Court are elected by the bicameral Parliament. Constitutional amendments can be proposed by Parliament or by popular initiative, the latter requiring 100,000 signatures; in either case a referendum ensues, and a double majority – of votes cast both nationally and canton-by-canton – sees the proposal becoming law. Fifty thousand signatures can also put any existing law to a referendum.
• Each of the 26 cantons has its own constitution, parliament, government and courts, and there is also a good deal of autonomy vested in the 2942 communes, which vary in size from small, crowded city districts to thinly populated tracts of mountain terrain.
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Schweiz, Suisse, Svizzera, Svizra
For such a tiny country, Switzerland is remarkably polyglot. There are four official languages: about two-thirds of the population have German as their first language; about a fifth French; six percent Italian; while Romansh, a direct descendant of Latin, has clung on in pockets of the mountainous southeast. Around one in ten people use English every day, and many Swiss are comfortably tri- or quadrilingual.
These language divisions are reflected in divisions of culture and identity. In the centre and the east, the old isolation of tight-knit mountain communities lingers on in Swiss German Kantönligeist (“little cantonal spirit”), a stubborn parochialism leavened by down-to-earth rumbustiousness.
To the west lies the Röstigraben, a comical but slightly discomfiting name given to the invisible language border – a Graben is a military trench – between French-speaking Switzerland, where they don’t eat the traditional potato dish rösti, and German-speaking Switzerland, where they do.

Where to go – and when
Although Switzerland is best known for its mountain scenery, there are any number of hooks on which to hang a visit, whether you choose to stay in one city or resort, explore a region, or tour the whole country. Getting about is easy, with an unrivalled network of trains, buses and boats. You’ll find places to stay and get a hearty meal wherever you end up, even in the wildest of mountain valleys.
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The cities
Switzerland has no big metropolises on the scale of Paris or London. Swiss towns and cities were preserved from bombing in World War II, and all of them retain medieval alleys, houses and churches at their centres.
Geneva is positioned at the tip of the idyllic Lake Geneva in the southwest, a short distance from the graceful lakeside city of Lausanne. In the northeast, Zürich too is set on its own lake, within striking distance of the peaceful Bodensee (Lake Constance). The diminutive Swiss capital Bern has a fine cobbled Old Town, while equally attractive Lucerne lies in the centre of the country on its own, famously beautiful, lake. Basel is located on the Rhine at the point where France, Germany and Switzerland meet, while at the opposite end of the country, Lugano basks on the shores of an azure lake a few kilometres from the Italian border.
Any of these – or smaller but no less characterful regional towns such as St Gallen, Schaffhausen, Neuchâtel, Chur, Fribourg, Sion or Bellinzona – could serve as a base for a relaxing short break, especially during the temperate summer months (June–Sept). At other times they can get distinctly chilly, although most receive generous dumps of snow in the winter, which, combined with glittering sunshine and frozen lakes and rivers, paints the most romantic of urban pictures.
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CH
UK websites are suffixed .uk, France has .fr, Italy has .it – but Switzerland has .ch. For internet domains, as well as international postal services, vehicle registration and all sorts of other matters, Switzerland dodges the issue of its multilingualism and resorts to its Latin title: Confoederatio Helvetica, meaning the Helvetic (that is, Swiss) Confederation, universally abbreviated to CH.
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The mountains
There are almost limitless possibilities for exploring the great outdoors. The Alps run in a band across the centre and south of the country, with resorts big and small – plus stunning scenery guaranteed. The two main seasons run from June to October, and from mid-December to mid-April; between these times, most mountain resorts close down altogether (see "Getting there").
The best-known Alpine region is the Bernese Oberland, focused around the tourist hub of Interlaken and boasting such famous names as Wengen and Grindelwald. To the south, in Valais, sit Verbier, Crans-Montana and, at the foot of the iconic Matterhorn, Zermatt. In Graubünden in the southeast are Davos, Klosters and St Moritz. Justifiably popular, all these places boast some of the best winter skiing and summer hiking in Europe.
It’s relatively easy in even the busiest centres (which are still nothing like the mega-resorts of the French and Italian Alps) to head off the beaten path and explore alone, or to aim for smaller, more manageable satellite resorts in adjacent side-valleys. However, you may prefer to shun the big names altogether and seek peace and quiet in the hinterlands. Two regions stand out: in the northwest, the scrubby Jura mountains are an ideal landscape for long lonely walks and bike rides; while in the south, the wild valleys of Alto Ticino lace the southern foothills of the Alps with little-known hiking trails, a world away from the chic lakeside resort of Locarno nearby.
[image: Cable car to the Schilthorn]
Cable car to the Schilthorn
[image: The Rhätische Bahn to St Moritz]
The Rhätische Bahn to St Moritz
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The International Red Cross Museum, Geneva
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Switzerland’s climate
The table shows average monthly minimum and maximum temperatures (in °C), and average monthly precipitation (in mm). Precipitation patterns vary widely, with the northern cities (Bern, Zürich) experiencing more overcast skies than, for instance, Lugano, which tends to have long periods of sunshine occasionally punctuated by short downpours.
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23 things not to miss
It’s not possible to see everything that Switzerland has to offer in one trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective and subjective taste of the country’s highlights: beautiful cities and lakes, top mountain resorts, spectacular train journeys and secluded Alpine getaways. They’re arranged in five colour-coded categories to help you find the very best things to see, do and experience. All entries have a page reference to take you straight into the guide, where you can find out more.
01 Bernese Oberland  • This legendary Alpine area offers classic Swiss scenery alongside such famous destinations as Interlaken.[image: Bernese Oberland]

02 The Matterhorn  • No mountain in the world is so immediately recognizable, dominating the horizon above the world-class skiing, snowboarding and hiking resort of Zermatt.[image: The Matterhorn]

03 Zürich  • Come to Switzerland’s largest city for world-class galleries and museums – but also come for fine dining, atmospheric cafés, lively bars and great nightlife.[image: Zürich]

04 Schaffhausen  • This quiet, little-visited market town, replete with medieval frescoed mansions, stands just upstream from the mighty Rhine falls.[image: Schaffhausen]

05 Lausanne  • Tiered above Lake Geneva and crowned by a stunning Gothic cathedral (pictured), Lausanne is Switzerland’s most visually dramatic city.[image: Lausanne]

06 Wine  • Switzerland’s wine industry is modest, but its products can compete on equal terms with better-known labels from around the world.[image: Wine]

07 Davos  • Boarders and freeriders will find that there are few better destinations in the world than Davos.[image: Davos]

08 Winter sports  • Switzerland offers some of the most scenic skiing and snowboarding of anywhere in the Alps.[image: Winter sports]

09 Lake Geneva  • The vineyards of St-Saphorin in Lake Geneva’s Lavaux region – protected as part of UNESCO World Heritage – produce some of the country’s finest wines.[image: Lake Geneva]

10 Basel  • This ancient Rhine-side city straddles the French and German borders, enhanced by fine medieval architecture and one of Switzerland’s best art museums, the Fondation Beyeler (pictured).[image: Basel]

11 Montreux Jazz Festival  • Stellar annual music event in this ritzy lakeside resort, attracting world-class jazz, blues, soul, dance, rock and world music performers.[image: Montreux Jazz Festival]

12 Rhätische Bahn  • The southeastern corner of Switzerland is the setting for some of Europe’s most spectacular train rides aboard the RhB.[image: Rhätische Bahn]

13 Geneva  • Take in the cultural attractions of this most urbane of European cities – and then head down to the waterfront to relax and recharge your batteries.[image: Geneva]

14 Lugano  • Lugano offers a slice of Italian Lakes-style romance, a stone’s throw from Lake Como, with majestic waterfront villas gazing out over blue water.[image: Lugano]

15 Appenzell  • Endearingly old-fashioned dairy village, tucked away amidst hilly countryside that is ideal for long walks.[image: Appenzell]

16 Lake Lucerne  • The most dramatically sited of all Switzerland’s lakes, ringed by mist-wreathed cliffs.[image: Lake Lucerne]

17 St Moritz  • Switzerland’s sunniest mountain resort, boasting outstanding skiing and snowboarding.[image: St Moritz]

18 Walking  • The high-level route from Schynige Platte past the Bachalpsee and down to Grindelwald is just one of many memorably scenic walks throughout the Swiss Alps.[image: Walking]

19 Bern  • Switzerland’s uniquely attractive capital city has a medieval street plan that has survived unchanged for five centuries.[image: Bern]

20 Adventure sports  • Whether you’re into paragliding, bungee-jumping or canyoning, indulge a taste for adventure in the Jungfrau Region (pictured) or just about any of Switzerland’s Alpine areas.[image: Adventure sports]

21 Carnival  • Switzerland has a long tradition of carnival, the best of the bunch being in Lucerne, where thousands pack into the Old Town for parades, music and merrymaking.[image: Carnival]

22 St Gallen  • The library of St Gallen’s ancient abbey has one of the most impressive secular Rococo interiors in Europe.[image: St Gallen]

23 Alto Ticino  • The high, remote valleys of this Italian-speaking region offer long hikes and a sense of wilderness unique in the Alps.[image: Alto Ticino]
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Getting there
Switzerland is well served by high-speed trains from across Europe. By air, Zürich is a major intercontinental hub, while Geneva and Basel handle dozens of European flights a day.
Aside from Zürich (ZRH), Geneva (GVA) and Basel (BSL), smaller Swiss airports such as Bern (BRN), Lugano (LUG) and Sion (SIR) are useful entry points to specific regions. Milan Malpensa (MXP) – Italy’s main intercontinental gateway – is only 25km south of the Swiss border, with good transport links. Friedrichshafen (FDH) in Germany, with flights from London, lies just across Lake Constance from the Swiss railhead of Romanshorn.
In this section we cover independent travel first. Details covered in "Packages and organized tours".
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High and low seasons
The main thing to take into account when planning your trip is the high and low seasons, since hotel prices, pressure on rooms and periods of opening of hotels, shops and restaurants – especially in mountain resorts – can fluctuate dramatically.
All across the country, July and August are high season (Hochsaison, haute saison, alta stagione), when everything is open but prices are highest. Big cities and lakeside resorts have a summer season which extends from at the earliest mid-May until at the latest mid-October. However, the higher in altitude you go, the more the season is truncated: some Alpine pass roads may not be cleared until mid-June, and snow may fall again in mid-September, limiting the opening times of the highest huts to ten or twelve crowded weeks. You may find that some cable cars and mountain railways don’t start operation, and trails may not be open for walkers, until well into June, even if hotels and services take bookings for several weeks earlier. If you’re travelling specifically for a walking or activity holiday in late May or early September, you should check in advance exactly what will be open, to avoid disappointment.
Countrywide, the low season (Vorsaison, Nachsaison or Zwischensaison, basse saison, bassa stagione) comprises late April to early June, and mid-October to early December: cities and lowland towns still welcome tourists at these times (and, indeed, often have cut-price deals on accommodation), but many mountain resorts – including hotels and shops within them – close down altogether and use the time for renovations.
The winter high season matches the ski season, which traditionally opens in the week before Christmas and lasts until the week after Easter (but in practice depends on snow cover); this is when prices in Alpine resorts climb to their peak again. Prices in the mountains are highest around Christmas and New Year, and again in mid-February, whereas the months of January and March are less crowded and less expensive: plenty of resorts offer cut-price skiing packages in mid-December and early April. Resorts with access to slopes above about 2800m tend to extend the season: they may have good snow from mid-November through to early May. Cities and lowland towns are bitterly cold for general wanderings in the winter, and – unless they offer direct access to the mountains – tend to flog accommodation at rock-bottom prices.
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“Fly Rail Baggage”
The Swiss have come up with one of the greatest, and simplest, ideas around for easing the stress of air travel. If you’re flying into Zürich or Geneva, you can send your bags direct from the check-in desk at your home airport through to one of seventy-odd train stations in Switzerland for collection at your convenience, thus eliminating the hassle of airport carousel reclaim and then lugging your bags around. Whoever you’re flying with, from any airport in the world, all you need to do is to fill out a special green customs label and attach one to each item of baggage. Each label costs the equivalent of US$15/Fr.20; they’re obtainable from Swiss Air Lines offices and Rail Europe outlets worldwide, as well as specialist tour operators. www.rail.ch/baggage has full details.
If you choose a station near your arrival airport, your bags may be available for collection as little as two hours after touchdown. For stations further away reckon on proportionately longer (possibly next day): the website has details, including the opening hours of the baggage counter at your pick-up station.
The homeward-bound service – by which you can check in at a Swiss train station for your flight home – is covered in "Airport check-in at the train station".
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Flights from the UK
From the UK, there are over fifty flights a day to Switzerland, from a dozen or more UK airports. Full-service carriers include British Airways, Swiss, bmi and Aer Lingus. No-frills airlines include easyJet, Flybe, Ryanair, Jet2 and bmibaby. Since routes can change – and airlines can fold – with little notice, check under “Destinations” at the website of your home airport and/or an airport in Switzerland (see "Swiss airports") for up-to-date information on who flies where. Flight time from London is around an hour and a half, from the north of England or Scotland two to three hours.
If you book far enough in advance – several weeks at least – you should be able to find a fare around £50–70 return, but perhaps only for midweek flights at unsociable hours. For more convenient timings, you may be looking at £100–150 return. No-frills and full-service carriers offer broadly comparable prices. The difference comes in levels of customer service, both on the ground and in the air.
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Airlines in the UK
Aer Lingus www.aerlingus.com. 
Baboo www.flybaboo.com. 
Blue Islands www.blueislands.com. 
bmi www.flybmi.com. 
bmibaby www.bmibaby.com. 
British Airways www.ba.com. 
easyJet www.easyjet.com. 
Flybe www.flybe.com. 
Jet2 www.jet2.com. 
Ryanair www.ryanair.com. 
Swiss www.swiss.com. 
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Swiss airports
Basel www.euroairport.com
Bern www.flughafenbern.ch
Geneva www.gva.ch
Lugano www.lugano-airport.ch
Sion www.sionairport.ch
Zürich www.zurich-airport.com
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By train from the UK
Travelling by train has regained much of its old romance. As well as the eco benefits, this is a scenic and relaxing way to get to Switzerland – and can often compete with flying on price. If you’re travelling from London or southeast England to one of the big Swiss cities (Zürich, Basel, Geneva, Lausanne, Bern, Lucerne), and you compare door-to-door timings, you may even find that flying is only barely quicker, if at all.
Eurostar runs high-speed trains from London St Pancras through the Channel Tunnel direct to Paris Gare du Nord (2hr 15min). Trains also depart from Ebbsfleet (off the M25) and Ashford (off the M20), both with ample long-term parking. From Paris, many TGV high-speed trains (for which advance seat reservation is compulsory) serve Switzerland, but not from the Gare du Nord, meaning you have to plan your route in advance and be prepared to lug your bags (or take a taxi). Trains run from Paris Gare de l’Est, located beside the Gare du Nord (5–10min walk), to Basel (aka Bâle) (3hr 25min), continuing to Zürich (4hr 25min). Trains run from Paris Gare de Lyon on three different routes: to Geneva (3hr 25min); to Lausanne (3hr 50min); and to Neuchâtel (4hr) and Bern (4hr 35min).
You can get complete timetable information from London to any station (or bus stop, cable car or ferry halt) in Switzerland at www.rail.ch. Eurostar and Rail Europe can book point-to-point tickets to Switzerland from stations all round the UK; rail specialists such as Railbookers can tailor-make an itinerary, book hotels and provide Swiss transport passes as well. www.seat61.com has lots of information, photos and links.
Eurostar 08705 186 186, www.eurostar.com. 
Railbookers 020 3327 0800, www.railbookers.com. 
Rail Europe 0844 848 4064, www.raileurope.co.uk. 
Switzerland Travel Centre 020 7420 4900, www.stc.co.uk. 
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roughguides.com
Find everything you need to plan your next trip at www.roughguides.com. Read in-depth information on destinations worldwide, make use of our unique trip-planner, book transport and accommodation, check out other travellers’ recommendations and share your own experiences.
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Driving from the UK
Switzerland is just about within reach of the UK on a day’s drive: the Swiss border is very roughly 850km from the Channel coast and, given an early start and clear autoroutes, you could be in Basel, or even Bern or Lausanne, by sundown. Aim for Calais, Reims then Dijon: this route benefits from rapid cross-Channel service and avoids Paris – but the autoroute runs out as you approach the Jura mountains, forcing you onto main roads instead.
Eurotunnel (0870 535 3535, www.eurotunnel.com) runs car-carrying trains from Folkestone to Calais via the Channel Tunnel. You can turn up and go, though booking is advisable. Trains run frequently 24 hours a day; journey time is a smooth 35–45 minutes. Ferries and catamarans from Dover to Calais are currently operated by P&O (08716 645 645, www.poferries.com) and Sea France (08714 237 119, www.seafrance.com). Fares by ferry or Eurotunnel vary a lot; travelling at night can cut costs, while travelling at weekends, or in summer, adds a premium. Booking ahead could net you a return ticket for £60–90 per car.
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From Ireland
From Ireland, flights from Dublin to Zürich on Swiss are around €200–250 return, matched by Aer Lingus from Dublin and Cork to Zürich and Geneva. On Swiss, transfers which fly you to Zürich and then double back to Geneva or Basel might seem counterproductive, but connection times at Zürich are so well coordinated that they can save time on other airlines’ routings, such as BA via Heathrow. Flying Ryanair into Stansted, then on to Basel (or Friedrichshafen in Germany, from where eastern Switzerland is a ferry ride away), saves little.
Aer Lingus www.aerlingus.com. 
British Airways www.ba.com. 
Ryanair www.ryanair.com. 
Swiss www.swiss.com. 
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From North America
From North America Swiss flies from several US and Canadian cities nonstop to Zürich, with a few options nonstop to Geneva. They operate codeshares with United (out of Washington) and Air Canada (out of Montréal/Toronto), giving access to broad domestic networks in both countries. The lowest fares are around US$500–700 round-trip from the East Coast, perhaps $650–950 from the West Coast. Flying in peak season can add $500 or more. Deals on routings via other European hubs – for example, Delta/Air France/KLM via Paris or Amsterdam, or British Airways via London – are comparable in price.
Air Canada www.aircanada.com. 
British Airways www.ba.com. 
Delta www.delta.com. 
KLM www.klm.com. 
Swiss www.swiss.com. 
United www.united.com. 
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Five steps to a better kind of travel
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. We feel it’s important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. With Switzerland in mind:
• Consider whether the services you use employ local people or source locally grown produce.
• Consider the environment. Even in Switzerland biodiversity can be adversely affected by insensitive tourism.
• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
• Give thought to your flights and try to avoid short hops by air. Good train links exist from the UK to Switzerland, and Swiss public transport is excellent: exploring by train, bus or boat often beats driving.
• Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide author flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.
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From Australia and New Zealand
From Australia and New Zealand the most convenient routings are to Bangkok with Thai, who codeshare with Swiss onwards nonstop to Zürich. Flying via London may be cheaper, but adds several hours onto your journey time. Heading east with Qantas, Air NZ or others to Los Angeles, from where Swiss fly nonstop to Zürich, is another option. Fares vary tremendously. Expect Aus$1800–2800 from Australia, NZ$2000–3000 from Auckland.
Air NZ www.airnz.com. 
British Airways www.ba.com. 
Qantas www.qantas.com. 
Swiss www.swiss.com. 
Thai www.thaiair.com. 
United www.united.com. 
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Packages and organized tours
In addition to fully escorted package tours, many agents can put together flexible deals, sometimes amounting to no more than a flight plus accommodation and a rail pass or hire car. Such packages can work out cheaper than the same arrangements made independently. Tour operators offering Switzerland are listed in the Trade pages of the UK, North America and Australia country areas at www.MySwitzerland.com.
Getting there | Packages and organized tours | 
Ski packages
Many ski agents offer at least one or two Swiss destinations. Packages generally include flights, transfers and half-board accommodation (breakfast and an evening meal), but tend to exclude lift passes. Prices vary tremendously depending on the operator, the resort, the style of accommodation and the season (see "High and low seasons"). Hotels aside, some resorts feature catered chalets, which sleep anything from two to fifteen or more. Free or discounted extras to look out for include lift passes, equipment, lessons, train passes and reductions for children. Opting to drive to and from Switzerland can cut the package price significantly.
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“Lakes and Mountains” and other packages
Lots of travel agents offer packages to Switzerland, often under a “Lakes and Mountains” title. The most famous destinations are Interlaken and Lucerne, which offer a wide choice of hotels; prices drop if you choose self-catering accommodation, or stay in less famous resorts. Specialist companies offer small-group summer walking holidays around Mont Blanc, the Matterhorn and/or the Bernese Oberland. These can be a great way for experienced hikers and novices alike to get well off the beaten path. Some put you up in campsites, others use mountain huts and refuges, and a few may include vehicle support or porterage. Cycling holidays are popular, taking advantage of Switzerland’s extensive cycle-path network and high degree of trail support. Some operators make use of the outstanding Swiss public transport system to offer holidays that link together rail journeys on classic Alpine routes. Some UK operators offer city breaks in summer or winter which can be excellent value (especially in low season), often including a discount travel card. Favoured destinations are Geneva, Lausanne, Bern, Lucerne and Zürich, but some operators offer Lugano, Basel or Alpine resorts.
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Tour operators in the UK
Altogold 01903 743 193, www.altogold.co.uk. Family firm offering budget caravan/mobile-home holidays at Interlaken.
Crystal Holidays 0870 166 4971, www.crystalholidays.co.uk. Well-respected winter sports specialists, with destinations including all the top names plus less well-known resorts. Also standard summer city breaks and “Lakes and Mountains” deals.
Esprit 01252 618 300, www.esprit-holidays.co.uk. Specializing in family holidays to Saas-Fee – summer breaks and ski deals.
Exodus 020 8772 3936, www.exodus.co.uk. Experienced adventure tour operator running excellent small-group walking tours in the Swiss Alps at all levels of difficulty, plus novelty expeditions such as snowshoe trekking.
Great Rail Journeys 01904 521 936, www.greatrail.com. Specialists in train tours, with a full range of classic Alpine journeys.
Inghams 020 8780 4433, www.inghams.co.uk. Major operator with summer and winter packages of all kinds, competitive prices and plenty of experience. Especially strong on ski deals.
Interhome 020 8780 6633, www.interhome.co.uk. Swiss-based firm with a massive, easily searchable database of self-catering holiday homes and apartments in towns and villages all over Switzerland.
Keycamp 0844 406 0200, www.keycamp.co.uk. Specialists in summer camping and mobile-home holidays at Alpine sites, with good deals for families.
Kuoni 01306 747 002, www.kuoni.co.uk. A wealth of flexible summer and winter package holidays around Switzerland, taking in all the major resorts and most of the minor ones, with good family offers.
Naturetrek 01962 733 051, www.naturetrek.co.uk. Acknowledged leaders in birdwatching and botanical holidays worldwide, offering sympathetic, expert guidance for small-group summer tours to the Alps.
On the Piste 0844 585 8508, www.otp.co.uk. Swiss specialists, with a wide range of winter and summer deals to Zermatt, Saas-Fee and other destinations, including mountain-bike adventures, women-only groups, golf holidays and more.
Powder Byrne 020 8246 5300, www.powderbyrne.com. Slick, upmarket ski and summer operator, with a Swiss office and plenty of choice at major hotels in top resorts.
Railbookers 020 3327 0800, www.railbookers.com. Expert in tailor-made short breaks and longer holidays to Switzerland by rail, offering first-hand knowledge, flexible service and a wide range of support services.
Ramblers 01707 331 133, www.ramblersholidays.co.uk. Long-standing walking holiday firm, with small-group tours exploring remoter parts of the Swiss Alps and cross-country skiing breaks.
Ski Total 01252 618 333, www.skitotal.com. A decent range of catered chalets at Verbier, Saas-Fee and Zermatt, with flights from around the UK.
Swiss Holiday Company 0844 901 1100, www.swissholidayco.com. Small independent tour operator focusing exclusively on Switzerland, offering a range of destinations and packages.
Swiss Travel Service 0844 879 8813, www.swisstravel.co.uk. Specialist tour operators with a wealth of experience and local knowledge. Almost limitless choices around the country, covering one-centre and two-centre packages, city breaks, train tours, walking weeks, golf holidays, adventure excursions, farmhouse stays, wellness holidays and more. Winter skiing possibilities are equally comprehensive.
Switzerland Travel Centre 020 7420 4900, www.stc.co.uk. Commercial arm of the national tourist board, with city breaks, fly-drives, tailor-mades and combination possibilities around the country. Options include train itineraries, bike or adventure holidays and gourmet tours, as well as plenty of more orthodox packages and skiing at resorts big and small.
Thomson 0871 230 8181, www.thomsonlakes.co.uk. “Lakes and Mountains” division of the giant holiday firm, with a range of keenly priced options at leading Swiss resorts.
Travel Definitions 020 3327 0878, www.traveldefinitions.com. Specialists in tailor-made holidays and city breaks around Switzerland, with excellent local knowledge.
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Tour operators in North America
Abercrombie & Kent 630/954-2944, www.abercrombiekent.com. Five-star guided sightseeing and customized tours.
Adventure Center 1-800/228-8747, www.adventurecenter.com. Trekking trips in the Swiss, French and Italian Alps; be prepared to camp the whole way.
Adventures Abroad 1-800/665-3998, www.adventures-abroad.com. Small-group adventure specialists.
Ciao Travel 1-800/942-2426, www.ciaotravel.com. Jazz festival specialists, with tours to the Montreux Jazz Festival and others.
Classic Travel 212/843-2900, www.classictravel.com. Luxury specialists, offering a range of upmarket destinations around Switzerland.
Connection Tours 416/449-0931, www.connectiontours.com. Subsidiary of Carlson Wagonlit, with upscale gastronomy and cultural tours as well as hiking and biking options.
Euro-Bike & Walking Tours 1-800/321-6060, www.eurobike.com. Cycling and hiking holidays.
Ibex Treks 505/579-4671, www.ibextreks.com. Guided and self-guided walking tours in the Swiss Alps.
Knapsack Tours 925/944-9435, www.knapsacktours.com. Small-group budget hikes.
Magic Switzerland 1-800/337-9477, www.magicswitzerland.com. Destination specialist offering custom itineraries of all kinds to towns and cities around Switzerland.
Maupintour 1-800/255-4266, www.maupintour.com. Luxury tours by train through Switzerland and Austria.
Mountain Travel Sobek 1-888/831-7526, www.mtsobek.com. A broad selection of mountain hiking tours, including, unusually, in the Ticino.
Rail Europe US 1-800/622-8600, Canada 1-800/361-7245; www.raileurope.com. Rail, air, hotel and car reservations.
Switzerland Tourism www.myswitzerland.com. A vast range of tours and breaks of all kinds, from art and culture to in-line skating to spa and wellbeing retreats, presented by the national tourist board.
Visit Switzerland Tours 1-800/255-3537, www.visitswitzerlandtours.com. Wide range of options offered by a dedicated specialist team.
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Tour operators in Australia & NZ
CIT Australia 02/9267 1255, www.cittravel.com.au. Tours of the Swiss and Italian lakes.
Explore Holidays Australia 1300 731 000, www.exploreholidays.com.au. Accommodation and package tours.
Outdoor Travel Australia 03/5750 1441, www.outdoortravel.com.au. Walking and cycling holidays, both group and self-guided.
Rail Europe www.raileurope.com.au, www.raileurope.co.nz. Rail, air, hotel and car reservations.
Swiss Travel Centre 02/8270 4866, www.swisstravel.com.au. Specialist operator for escorted tours and ski packages; can book car rental, train passes and inexpensive accommodation.
Switzerland Holidays Australia 03/9851 8747, www.switzerlandholidays.com. A full range, from cycling to rail tours and more.
Switzerland Tourism www.myswitzerland.com. A vast range of possibilities from the national tourist board.
Walkabout Gourmet Adventures Australia 02/9871 5526, www.walkaboutgourmet.com. Classy food, wine and walking tours.
Getting around
The Swiss public transport system remains one of the wonders of the modern world. It’s hard to overstate just how good it is: you can get anywhere you want quickly, easily and relatively cheaply; everybody relies on it as a matter of course; and it’s clean, safe, pleasant and punctual.
Services always depart on the dot, and train timetables are well integrated with those of the postbuses, which operate on routes not covered by rail (including remote valleys), as well as ferry services on Switzerland’s many lakes. Cyclists are well served by the Swiss instinct for green thinking; see "Cycling and mountain biking" for details.
One point can’t be stressed enough: Swiss people virtually never pay full fare on their own public transport, and you should follow suit. Unless you’re planning to drive or cycle everywhere, you will definitely save money by using a Swiss travel pass. These are designed for visitors, giving free or discounted travel on trains, buses, boats, cable cars and funiculars nationwide. Most are also valid on urban tram, bus and metro networks in nearly all Swiss cities.
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Tickets and ticket machines
If you decide not to get a Swiss Pass, which is almost universally valid for free travel, you may find yourself having to tangle with ticket machines at some point. Most urban transport networks are divided up into apparently randomly numbered zones: in Zürich, for instance, the central area is Zone 10, bordered on various sides by zones 21, 40 and 54. Fares are calculated by how many zones you travel in. You nearly always have to buy your ticket before you board from the machines located at every stop. These are rarely marked in English. First, press a button for your journey – either a destination code or an option for travel across, say, one or two zones. This choice often incorporates a time validity (eg a short-hop ticket may be valid for unlimited changes within an hour). An alternative is to select a full-day pass. You may then need to choose either one-way (a single arrow) or round-trip (a double arrow). Then, press a button for yourself – adult or child. Some machines give you the option to choose 1st class. You’ll also see an option for “1/1” or “1/2”; press the latter if you hold a pass that permits you to travel half-price. The readout will then show the fare to pay. You may not be able to pay with a banknote, but coins are always acceptable – either Swiss francs or, in some areas, euro coins. Some machines selling long-distance train tickets let you pay by debit/credit card.
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By rail
The Swiss are the most frequent train users in Europe – not surprising, given the quality of the network. Travelling through Switzerland by train is invariably comfortable, efficient and scenic, with many mountain routes an attraction in their own right.
Swiss Federal Railways, or SBB CFF FFS (Schweizerische Bundesbahnen, Chemins de fer fédéraux suisses, Ferrovie federali svizzere), retains a monopoly on most of the network, but there are some routes, especially Alpine lines, which are operated by the companies which constructed them often a century or more ago. Two of the largest of these are BLS, which runs the pivotal Bern–Lötschberg–Simplon route between the Swiss capital and Milan; and RhB, the Rhätische Bahn, which operates trains within Canton Graubünden. There are dozens more, often tiny concerns used by local people to get to and from their nearest town, sometimes (such as the Bernese Oberland’s Jungfraubahn) massive enterprises ferrying thousands of tourists from valley to summit and back again. However, you don’t really need to know which company serves your route, since tickets and passes are universally valid and you never have to shop around. All trains, apart from local stopping services and mountain lines, have first-class and second-class sections.
Getting around | By rail | 
Scenic routes by train, bus and boat
Although few Swiss journeys are short on scenery, there are a handful of routes marketed as extra-special. On most – after having reserved a seat in advance for a few francs – you just sit back, flash your travel pass and drink in the views. Some require you to change from train to boat, or bus to train, but you never have to walk more than the length of a station platform, and timetables are designed so that you’re never in a hurry. (Plus, of course, you can always send your heavy bags ahead separately.) Most of these operate with panoramic train carriages, either with partial or total glass roofs, but for these – and for extras such as onboard lunches – you must pay a supplement. For full information check www.swisstravelsystem.ch under “Experiences” (or ask at train stations or tourist offices). We’ve described the journeys in one direction, but you could just as easily travel in the other direction instead.
Note that you can follow the same routes on ordinary trains and pay no extras. You can also get on and off at intermediate points. And, it should be added, these are only the trips in the spotlight: equally scenic routes, such as the Centovalli, the St Bernard Express from Martigny, the Chur to Arosa line, or the tiny Grütschalp to Mürren railway, are just as deserving of your attention. Details of these and others are on the website.
Bernina Express www.berninaexpress.ch. From Chur, St Moritz or Davos over the high Bernina Pass and through the Val Poschiavo to Tirano (Italy), where – in summer only – you switch onto a postbus and skirt Lake Como to Lugano. Total 8hr.
Glacier Express www.glacierexpress.ch. A spectacular (and very popular) route, which counts as the slowest express in the world (average speed 30kph). From St Moritz (1775m) or Davos down to Chur (585m), then up the Rhine valley to the Oberalp Pass (2033m) and Andermatt, then through a tunnel beneath the Furka Pass and down the Rhône valley to Brig (671m), before climbing to Zermatt (1604m). Total 8hr, 291 bridges and 91 tunnels.
Golden Pass www.goldenpass.ch. Flagship panorama route from Lucerne, running over the Brünig Pass to Interlaken and Gstaad, then a spectacular descent through vineyards to the Lake Geneva shore at Montreux. Total 7hr.
Palm Express www.postbus.ch/alps. Postbus from St Moritz over the Maloja Pass to Chiavenna (Italy) and Lake Como, then crossing back into Switzerland to end at Lugano. No train track exists on this route. Total 3hr 45min. June–Oct daily; rest of year Fri–Sun only.
Voralpen Express www.voralpen-express.ch. Prealpine Express route between Lucerne and Romanshorn on Lake Constance, speeding through the pretty countryside around Mt Rigi, Lake Zürich and St Gallen. Total 2hr 45min.
Wilhelm Tell Express www.wilhelmtellexpress.ch. Another beautiful journey, from Lucerne by boat to Flüelen, then a train south, corkscrewing its way up into the Gotthard tunnel beneath the Alps and then through the Ticino to Lugano. Total 6hr. May–Oct only.
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Fares and passes
Swiss passes offer the most economical way to get around the country on public transport. There are no ticket gates: onboard inspectors are the sole method of fare enforcement, and they’ll move through the whole train regularly. Get caught without a valid ticket or pass for your journey and they’ll slap a hefty fine on you, to which a surcharge is added if you can’t pay on the spot. Most regional and local trains are marked with a prominent swirly eye pictogram: this means that there’s no assigned inspector and that you’re trusted to either hold a valid pass or buy a ticket. Roving inspectors may board these trains at any point to check tickets. If you intend to use any kind of multi-day pass or undated ticket, you must stamp it before you board in the little boxes marked with the same swirly eye pictogram on platforms or near escalators.
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The Swiss Pass
There are several different Swiss travel passes. All are good value, bringing a discount on bike rental from train stations (see "Bike rental") along with other perks: it just takes some untangling to see which is best suited for your trip. Consult www.swisstravelsystem.com for full details and purchasing.
Top of the pile is the Swiss Pass. This gives free unlimited travel on 4, 8, 15, 22 or 30 consecutive days on just about every train in the country, as well as on all boats and postbuses and most city tram-and-bus networks. Where travel isn’t free (eg on cable cars and mountain railways), discounts of at least 25 percent apply. The Swiss Flexi Pass gives the same privileges as the Swiss Pass on any 3, 4, 5 or 6 days within a month. The Swiss Pass and Swiss Flexi Pass are available online, from Swiss tourist offices abroad and (in francs only) from major stations within Switzerland on production of a foreign passport. Two or more people travelling together (up to a maximum of five) all qualify for 15 percent off the cost of their Swiss Passes or Flexi Passes under the “Saver” scheme. The Swiss Youth Pass is a standard Swiss Pass discounted for people aged 16–26.
The Swiss Pass, Flexi Pass and Youth Pass can be boosted by the addition of a free Family Card, which grants free travel to children under 16 accompanied by their parents (non-family members under 16 pay half the adult price).
All these also double up as a Swiss Museums Pass, granting free admission to more than 440 museums nationwide – virtually every museum reviewed in this book (full listing at www.museumspass.ch).
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Other passes
The Swiss Transfer Ticket, only purchasable outside Switzerland, gives one free journey from the airport or border to anywhere in the country, and back again within a month – ideal for skiers.
The Swiss Card, purchasable abroad and at airport or border stations within Switzerland, extends the terms of the Transfer Ticket: as well as a free journey at the start and end of your holiday, it lets you buy ordinary tickets for travel by train, bus and boat at fifty percent discount (plus partially reduced fares on most mountain railways) for a month.
The Transfer Ticket and Swiss Card also qualify for a free Family Card, described in the section above.
The convenience and universal validity of the Swiss Pass or Flexi Pass are alluring, but it pays to do some sums before you splash out. Depending on the kind of journeys you’re liable to take (all of which are fully researchable online), you may find that you’d be better off getting a humble Swiss Card and buying half-price tickets each time, rather than getting an expensive Swiss Pass and travelling for free.
If you’re planning to concentrate on one area of the country, but still want the flexibility to move around, it might be more economical to get a regional pass for your particular region. These vary across the country in both price and validity, but normally give 5 days’ free travel in 15 within a limited region, often including discounts for the other 10 days. Check online at MySwitzerland.com or with local tourist offices for full details.
If you’re based in one resort, investigate the terms of the local guest card (Gästekarte, carte des visiteurs, tessera di soggiorno), issued for free when you check in at your hotel. These often give free transport on local buses and trains and – sometimes – cable cars and funiculars. Lift passes at ski resorts invariably give free valley-floor transport to and from outlying cable-car stations.
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Timetables and information
The most convenient way to consult the national timetable (Kursbuch or Fahrplan, indicateur or horaire, orario), covering all rail, bus, boat and cable-car services, is online (in English) at www.rail.ch. This lets you research individual journeys on specific dates between any two points in meticulous detail, including complete information on every train, down to platform numbers and the kind of onboard refreshments available, fare quotes, station maps, counter opening hours and loads more. You can also view live arrival and departure boards for every station in Switzerland. Links take you to www.fahrplanfelder.ch where you can download PDFs of specific pages from the national timetable, to plot alternative connections at your leisure.
Check times carefully if you’re travelling in early December, when the timetable is revamped each year. The paper timetable, comprising one book for trains, boats and cable cars, and two books for all the buses, can be ordered online or purchased at larger Swiss stations (Fr.16).
Alternatively, ask ticket-office staff how to get from any station to any other and they’ll print out an itinerary for you showing exact connection times. The national train enquiry number is 0900 300 300.
Timetables posted on station hoardings are colour-coded: the yellow timetable always shows departures (Abfahrt, départ, partenza); the white one always indicates arrivals (Ankunft, arrivée, arrivo). Bus time-tables (which are also posted at some stations) look similar: check in the top corner for the relevant pictogram.
Trains are identified on the timetable by an alphabet soup of initials. ICE are Inter-City Express services between Switzerland and Germany; TGV are high-speed trains between Switzerland and France. Sleeper services are either CNL (CityNightLine) or EN (EuroNight). Day trains across Europe – that stop at only a few places in Switzerland – are denoted EC (EuroCity). If you’re holding an ordinary ticket or train pass, all of these are free of any surcharges within Swiss borders; you must pay supplements only if you cross an international frontier, or if the train is marked in the timetable with an R in a square box. In these cases, a seat reservation costs a few francs.
Within Switzerland, IC InterCity expresses cross the country stopping only at major cities; those marked ICN tilt round corners for extra speed. IR InterRegio trains ply between neighbouring regions, stopping at a few more places. RE RegioExpress services are one step slower. R Regio trains stop at every station.
Also listed on the timetable are S “S-Bahn” suburban stopping trains, numbered by route, which feed into the big cities from surrounding towns.
Platforms are marked out in sectors, from A to D: beware of short local trains departing from Platform 3 Sector A while you’re standing 150m away at Platform 3 Sector D tapping your watch.
For mainline services, the PA announcement (and a detailed plan in blue posted beside the timetable boards) tells you which sectors the first- and second-class carriages will arrive at, saving you running up and down the train. Sometimes two short trains will depart in opposite directions from different sectors of the same platform.
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Stations and services
It takes something of a leap of faith to realize, but in Switzerland a train station (Bahnhof, gare, stazione) isn’t the dregs-of-the-earth place it might be in another country. Many Swiss stations harbour genuinely good restaurants (going out for a nice meal at the station is a new experience for most visitors) and many also shelter the only shops and supermarkets in their town that are open late.
Just about all stations, bar village halts, have luggage lockers, priced roughly Fr.3/5/8 for small/large/huge. Once they’re locked, you can open them only once. Leave stuff for longer than a week or so and it may be impounded: ask before-hand what the time limit is. Access to lockers may be prohibited between midnight and 5am.
Many stations also have a staffed left-luggage office (around Fr.5 per item per day), open daily for long hours, and often combined with a lost-property office, a bike-rental counter, and the airport check-in service. Other common facilities include bureaux de change and spotless toilets (free or Fr.1–2). Some unstaffed halts, marked X in the timetable, are a Request Stop (Halt auf Verlangen, Arrêt sur demande, Fermata a richiesta): to get the train to stop for you, press the button on the platform (or in the train) well beforehand. Gesturing to the driver will not work.
Instead of lugging your bags around, you can register them (max 25kg each) at the station baggage counter for sending ahead. The standard service (Fr.10 per item), which operates between any two stations, takes at least 36hrs – you’ll probably prefer the Fast Baggage option (Fr.20 per item), which lets you check your bag by 9am at any of about fifty major stations for collection the same day after 6pm. Full details at www.rail.ch/baggage.
Getting around | By rail | 
Airport check-in at the train station
This is the outward-bound flipside of the “Fly Rail Baggage” incoming service. If you’re flying out of Zürich or Geneva with Swiss, British Airways (restrictions apply), Flybe, bmibaby, Jet2 or many other airlines (easyJet is excluded, as are all flights to the USA) you can check your bags in ahead of time for Fr.20 per item at any of about fifty Swiss train stations and, at the same time, pick a seat on your flight and receive a boarding card, thereby cutting out all hassle at the airport and letting you proceed directly to the departure gate. Your bags are transported independently and loaded onto your flight; the next time you see them is on the baggage-reclaim carousel in your home airport. Station staff will need to see a print-out of your flight e-ticket, as well as a train ticket or pass to prove that you’ll be travelling to the airport by train. Full details are at www.rail.ch/baggage.
You can do a station check-in at the earliest 24 hours before your flight departure. Check online or with station staff for the latest possible check-in time (which might be the night before you fly).
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By bus
Backing up the train network is a comprehensive system of buses, which get to every village, covering ground – such as in the high mountains or deep countryside – not served by rail. They exist not to compete with the trains but to complement them. The bus and train timetables are coordinated, ensuring watertight connections from one to the other (Swiss buses stick to their schedules with utter reliability). Bus stations are nearly always located beside train stations, and all Swiss travel passes are valid for travel on buses as well as trains.Most long-distance bus lines are operated as yellow postbuses (www.postbus.ch). Various regions have their own local bus companies, either instead of or as well as postbuses, but all are equally reliable. Note that some longer bus routes – such as over the Alpine passes – require either advance seat reservation and/or a small supplement around Fr.10 to be paid: check online or with bus-station staff ahead of time.
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By boat
All of Switzerland’s bigger lakes, and many of its smaller ones, are served by regular ferries. Most run only during the summer season – which at its broadest covers April to October – and are primarily pleasure-oriented, duplicating routes which can be covered more quickly by rail. However, a leisurely cruise through the Alpine foothills to Interlaken, for example, or across Lake Geneva, beats the equivalent train journey hands down. All Swiss travel passes grant free travel by boat everywhere except on Lake Maggiore, which is mostly in Italy. Otherwise the Swiss Boat Pass (Fr.70) lets you travel half-price on most larger lakes for a year; the Swiss Family Boat Pass (Fr.90) also lets the kids travel free.
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By car
Driving gives you extra freedom to explore. Switzerland’s road network is comprehensive, and although the mountainous terrain can make for some circuitous routes there is the compensation of scenic – if sometimes hair-raising – mountain drives. However, Swiss transport policy means that cars are being given the squeeze, with tough parking regulations and strict law enforcement.
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Driving your own vehicle
Minimum driving age is 18 and third-party insurance is compulsory. You must carry a red warning triangle and the vehicle registration documents. If you plan to drive on Swiss motorways, you have to stick a vignette inside your windscreen (details at www.ezv.admin.ch). This costs Fr.40 for any vehicle up to 3.5 tonnes and remains valid until January 31 of the following year; buy it from the customs officials when you first cross the border (or at post offices, petrol stations and www.swisstravelsystem.com). Trailers or caravans must have their own, additional, vignette. Getting caught without one lays you open to a hefty fine. Note that you can choose to avoid motorways altogether and stick to ordinary main roads, which are free and – outside cities at least – reasonably fast.
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Renting a car
Car rental (Autovermietungen or Mietwagen, location des voitures, noleggio di automobili) can be expensive: cut costs by renting in advance from the big international agencies. To rent a car, you need a clean UK, EU or international driving licence that you’ve held for more than a year. All rental cars have the motorway vignette prepaid and, in winter, are fitted with snow tyres and supplied with snow-chains (and even a ski rack) for free. Although it’s usually no problem to drive across borders you should check the rules with your rental company in advance: Switzerland is not in the EU, although it’s surrounded by EU countries. Border controls can be time-consuming. Be certain before you drive out of Switzerland that you’re not going to inadvertently break customs regulations or passport/visa requirements on your way back in. For convenience (if not price) it’s hard to beat Swiss Railways’ Click and Drive scheme (www.rail.ch/clickdrive), which lets you rent a car by the hour, the day or longer. Reserve online or by phone and pay one all-in price that includes fuel, mileage and insurance. The first time you rent you have to show your driving licence, but then you get a Mobility keycard which lets you drive away unchecked from any of 350 stations nationwide. The card stays valid for future rentals.
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On the road
Switzerland and Liechtenstein drive on the right, seatbelts are compulsory for all, and penalties for drink driving are tough (one glass of beer has you on or over the limit). Always drive with dipped headlights, day and night. Beware of driving with sunglasses on, since there are hundreds of road tunnels, many of them single-bore with one lane in each direction and no central divider: you can be plunged from sunshine into scary blackness with little warning. If you’re in a traffic jam in a tunnel, waiting for temporary traffic lights at roadworks or at level-crossing barriers, copy the locals and switch your engine off.
Swiss motorways/freeways are signed in green, while main roads are signed in blue; it’s common to see a green sign and a blue sign to the same place pointing in opposite directions. A motorway (Autobahn, autoroute, autostrada) has a national number (N) and a pan-European number (E), eg N2/E35. Speed limits are 120kph (75mph) on motorways, 80kph (50mph) on main roads, 50kph (30mph) in urban areas, and 30kph (18mph) or less on residential streets. There are dozens of cameras, radars and laser traps to catch speeders, with spot fines levied.
At junctions, yellow diamonds painted on the road show who has priority; if in doubt, always let trams and buses go first, and give way to traffic coming from your right. On gradients, vehicles heading uphill have priority over those coming down; some narrow mountain tracks have controlled times for ascent and descent. If you hear an outrageously loud horn or klaxon sounding on country lanes or twisting mountain roads, it means that a postbus is approaching: it always has priority, up or down, so get out of the way. In cities, it’s forbidden to overtake trams when they’re at their stops. In the winter, signs indicate where snow-chains are necessary (practise fitting and removing them beforehand).
You can find fuel everywhere. Unleaded (Bleifrei, sans plomb, senza piombo; green pumps) is the standard. Diesel (black pumps) is widely available. Unstaffed 24-hour automatic filling stations – where you feed cash or a credit card into a machine – are cheapest.
You might have unexpected problems with navigation, since motorway signs often show the names of distant Alpine passes as indicators of direction, rather than naming the next major town. To drive on the autoroute from Geneva to Montreux, for instance, follow signs to “Simplon” and “Grand-St-Bernard”, since these are the passes that lie at the end of the road, hundreds of kilometres beyond Montreux (there are no signs to Montreux until you’re almost upon it). The main motorway heading south from Zürich and Lucerne is simply signed “Gotthard”.
Signs to specific towns are always in the language of that town: Geneva is always “Genève”, never “Genf” or “Ginevra”. As for crossing the language border, there’ll just come a point speeding between Fribourg and Bern when you’ll notice that the exits, previously marked “Sortie”, suddenly become “Ausfahrt”.
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Breakdown assistance140
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Parking
Parking can be limited and prohibitively expensive. In full car parks you might find queues of cars, their engines off, drivers waiting patiently for the next person to finish their shopping and liberate a space.
Covered parking garages are signposted in all cities. Prices can be extraordinary: Fr.30 per day or more in central Geneva and Zürich, about Fr.15 per day around the country, and rarely less than Fr.1 per hr anywhere. Out-of-town car parks, often located near motorway exits and tagged P+R, are sometimes free or discounted; they’re always served by a bus or tram heading into the town centre, for which you must pay.
On-street parking and open car parks are colour-coded. Spaces delineated with white lines – the White Zone – are most common, controlled either by individual meters or, more usually, a central pay-point (marked Zentrale Parkuhr, Parcomètre collectif, Parchimetro collettivo). These take coins only; costs can vary from Fr.0.50 per hr in small towns to Fr.4 per hr in cities. In most cases, White Zone spaces are time-limited. If your space is numbered, key that number into the machine, then pay. Sometimes that’s enough; other times, you must press another button to get a ticket to display in your car. If your space isn’t numbered, then just pay and display your ticket. Outside the hours posted on the pay-point, and where there isn’t a machine at all (in a small village, say), White Zone spaces are free, unless there’s a sign reserving them – as in nur für Kunden, “only for customers” of a particular shop nearby.
You can park in Blue Zone spaces if you have a special parking disc, supplied in the glove-box of all rental cars (also available for free from tourist offices, car rental agencies, police stations and banks). Spin the wheel round to show your time of arrival and leave it on your dashboard: this gives you 90 minutes’ free parking if you arrive between 8 and 11.30am or between 1.30 and 6pm. If you arrive between 11.30am and 1.30pm, you’re safe until 2.30pm. If you arrive after 6pm, you’re OK until 9am next day. Rarer Red Zone spaces are free for up to 15 hours, as long as you display the disc. Spaces marked in yellow indicate private parking for, say, staff of a nearby company or guests of a local hotel; the only way to know is to ask.
Parking rules are enforced strictly and fines of Fr.50–100 for minor transgressions (such as having a tyre outside the marked bay) are common.
Getting around | 
City transport
The most common form of transport within cities is buses, either petrol-driven or electric-powered trolley buses. Many cities also have trams, and a few have funiculars. Larger cities have suburban rail networks (S-Bahn in German, RER in French), which extend to neighbouring towns. Lausanne has the only true metro.
Within each city, all transport is integrated under one ticketing system, with no limitations on changing from buses to trams to funiculars or even boats within the time validity of your ticket. The Swiss Pass and Swiss Flexi Pass cover free travel within 38 towns and cities (see the map that comes with the card). Tourist-oriented regional passes give free travel within their allotted area; and city tourist offices sell various day passes of their own giving free or discounted travel, which can be excellent value. You must always hold a valid ticket before boarding. Ticket inspections are common within cities.
Metered taxis are always available, but given the density of public transport they’re rarely necessary – and besides, you need to be on a Swiss salary to afford them. A base price of Fr.6, plus Fr.4 per kilometre, is normal.
Accommodation
As a general rule, you can turn up in any Swiss town at any time of the year and find a hotel room. However, booking ahead – especially in the summer and winter high seasons – is strongly advised. Fr.90–120 will buy you some kind of double room in any town in the country.
Swiss accommodation is relatively expensive but rarely disappointing: expect high standards, conscientious management and good service just about everywhere.
Tourist offices always keep lists of hotels, hostels, campsites and apartments in their area. They may also have a display board on the street with details of the local hotels, often with a courtesy phone. In many cases you’ll find these boards at train stations as well. All towns and cities, and many villages, display distinctive yellow-and-brown signposts directing drivers to named hotels; you’re allowed to drive to the door to load and unload, even in a pedestrian-only zone.
Tourist offices will always make a booking for you, either for free or for a small fee, and may run special discount offers on accommodation in their town. Wherever you check in, ask for a guest card (Gästekarte, carte des visiteurs, tessera di soggiorno), as this free perk for overnight visitors, where available, can give substantial discounts for local attractions and transport.
Some towns quote accommodation prices per person, while others quote prices per room. Our code system (see "Accommodation price codes") standardizes them across the board, but you should ascertain what the terms are if you ask for prices direct from a hotel or tourist office. Most establishments post prices in both CHF (Swiss francs) and EUR (an approximate equivalent in euros): make sure you don’t mix the two up. Bear in mind the fluctuating high and low seasons between lowland and highland resorts, described in "High and low seasons".
Accommodation | 
Accommodation price codes
All the hostels and hotels in this book have been graded according to the following price codes, which indicate the price for the cheapest double room available during high season. Single rooms cost roughly sixty to eighty percent of the double-room rate. Bear in mind that an establishment graded as a Fr.151–200 may also have better rooms at Fr.201–250 prices, and/or may have different rates for the summer and winter peak seasons, reflected by a range (eg Fr.151–300). See opposite for guidance on bed prices in hostels and mountain inns.

Accommodation | 
Hotels
Swiss hotels concentrate on value for money: you’ll find that even the cheapest places have rooms that are perfectly comfortable, clean and respectable. Breakfast is included in the room price at virtually all hotels apart from the very cheapest and the most expensive. Note that in many mountain resorts, hotel prices quoted for the summer season are bed and breakfast, whereas those quoted for the winter season are half-board (ie also including an evening meal); we’ve marked this differentiation clearly in our reviews where relevant, but you should check what you’re paying for at the time of reservation. A hotel advertising itself as “garni” has no restaurant, and serves only breakfast to its overnight guests.
Accommodation | 
Hostels and “backpackers”
If you’re travelling on a budget, a hostel or “backpacker” is likely to be your accommodation of choice. They can often be extremely good value, and offer clean and comfortable dorms as well as a choice of rooms (doubles and sometimes singles). City and country locations can get very full between June and September, when you should book in advance. There are no age barriers.
Switzerland has two main hostel associations. The 70-odd properties of Swiss Youth Hostels (www.youthhostel.ch) are the only ones to use the specific term “youth hostel” (Jugendherberge, auberge de jeunesse, albergo/ostello della gioventù). They’re affiliated to Hostelling International (www.hihostels.com) and are referred to throughout this book as “HI hostels”. They’re of a universally high standard. Most are closed for cleaning between roughly 10am and 6pm, and lock their doors sometime between 10pm and midnight (although checked-in guests can use night entry systems). Most close down in the low seasons: spring and autumn in the mountains, winter in the cities. Prices vary, covering the range Fr.23–42 (average about Fr.30) for a dorm bed including breakfast and bedding. Evening meals, where available, cost a bargain Fr.13–16 or so. Non-HI members pay an extra Fr.6, or can buy annual membership on the spot for Fr.33 (under-18s Fr.22). Membership is automatic after any six nights of paying the supplement.
Swiss Backpackers (www.swissbackpackers.ch) is a rival grouping of independent hostels. These lively places – referred to throughout this book as “SB hostels” – are less institutional than HI hostels, often in prime locations in the centres of cities and resorts, and priced competitively (average about Fr.29). Most are busy, sociable, resourceful places in the mould of backpacker joints everywhere, with kitchen and/or cheap restaurant attached and no curfew. No membership is required. They’re all listed – along with practical information for getting around Switzerland on the cheap – in the magazine Swiss Backpacker News (www.backpacker.ch), published two or three times a year and available for free in hostels and tourist offices.
All ski resorts have places offering dormitory accommodation (Touristenlager, Massenlager or Matratzenlager, dortoir, dormitorio) – often just one room with as many mattresses as possible squeezed into it side by side. The 150 or so Alpine huts (see "Planning your walk") have similar dorm accommodation, with bed prices rising according to how remote the place is.
Naturfreunde hostels (www.nfh.ch) fall midway between countryside hostels and mountain inns, mostly historic buildings well off the beaten track, lovingly restored and maintained, and run by individuals with a passion for nature.
Accommodation | 
Mountain inns
Whole books have been written about the joys of staying in a Swiss mountain inn (Berghaus, Berggasthaus, Berggasthof or Berghotel, auberge de montagne). The term is a tricky one to pin down, since it can refer to varying styles of simple rustic accommodation. All, though, possess unique character, by dint both of their often spectacular isolated location (generally accessible only by foot, and then often involving long, hard hikes) and of their history – many are farmhouses converted more than a century ago to meet the needs of holidaying British gentlemen and ladies on their summer tours of the Swiss Alps. In general you can expect a wooden building in the local architectural style, with rustic decor (window boxes, antiques on the sideboard, grandfather clocks) and an informal atmosphere of cosy communality. Hikers are the main clientele, and Swiss families may return season after season to walk their favourite paths and catch up on news from their favourite Berghaus.
Most Berghäuser have chunky old beds smothered under plump duvets. Very few offer private bathrooms, some may not have showers, and a handful have no hot water, or must generate their own electricity. Most also offer dorm places (Massenlager or Matratzenlager). Food is universally good. Prices are very reasonable – say on average Fr.130 for a double, or Fr.45 for a dorm place, both including dinner and breakfast – but you invariably have to pay in cash. It’s customary to settle your bill the night before you depart.
Accommodation | 
Farm-stays, B&Bs and private rooms
Schlaf im Stroh, Aventure sur la paille or Sleeping in the Straw (www.abenteuer-stroh.ch) is a great way to get a feel for country life while guaranteeing accommodation at a fixed price wherever you are. Hundreds of farming families all over the country collaborate in the scheme, which runs from May to October only, each offering 10–15 places to sleep on straw in a barn (but as fresh and wholesome a barn as you could wish for), sometimes also offering beds within the farmhouse, and occasionally a place to pitch a tent. An overnight stay costs Fr.20–30 including breakfast (less for children). You must bring your own sleeping bag if you want to sleep on straw. Your host family can also offer a range of services for modest fees, including assembling a picnic, serving a home-cooked dinner, providing horses, renting bikes and offering guided tours.
Slightly less raw are the 250 Swiss Holiday Farms (www.bauernhof-ferien.ch), which offer apartments and rooms for daily or weekly rent, year-round.
Bed and breakfasts, where you lodge in a room in someone’s home, are becoming more popular. Tourist offices have details of B&Bs in their area, or consult www.bnb.ch. Average costs are roughly Fr.30–40 per person. You may also come across signs in rural areas offering rooms in private houses (Zimmer frei, chambres à louer, affitasi camere).
Accommodation | 
Chalets and apartments
Self-catering accommodation in holiday chalets, bungalows and apartments is very popular: in Zermatt, Verbier, Gstaad and so on, you should book six months or more ahead. Interhome (www.interhome.ch) is one of the largest international agencies, handling more than 5000 properties all over Switzerland. Prices start from about Fr.25 per person per night. High-season bookings are for a minimum of seven nights (Saturday to Saturday), but in the low season you may be able to find properties for three or four nights only.
Accommodation | 
Camping
The typical Swiss campsite is well equipped and well maintained. The higher the altitude the more limited the opening times: many close outside the summer season (May or June until Sept or Oct). There are sites everywhere, classified from one to five stars. Average charges are Fr.8–12 per person, plus Fr.6–10 for a tent and Fr.4–6 for a car. Booking ahead is recommended. The Swiss Touring Club TCS (www.reisen-tcs.ch) runs a network of sites and is a useful source of information, publishing maps and a detailed Camping Guidebook (Campingführer, Guide Camping, Guida dei Campeggi). The Camping Card International (Carnet) gives discounts and covers you for third-party insurance. It’s available in the UK from Camping & Caravanning Club (www.campingandcaravanningclub.co.uk) and in North America from Family Campers and RVers (www.fcrv.org). Camping rough is illegal, but in the mountain wilds – as long as you are discreet and take care to clean up properly after yourself – it’s hard to envisage how anyone could complain.
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