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up in the Alps
If motoring runs thick in your veins and travel is your karma, you haven’t lived if you haven’t
yet taken to the wheel and traversed the majestic Alps in Switzerland. STORY & PHOTOGRAPHY Rishad Saam Mehta

“J

oh dikra, if you want
peace of soul, come to
Montreux.” Thus spake
aapro Freddie.
Mercury, who obviously
found peace in melody,
was clearly smitten by this charming city
on the Swiss Riviera, which seems to have
music woven into every fibre of its soul.
Way back in 1910, the Russian composer
Igor Stravinsky made Montreux his home
as its pleasant clime suited his wife’s
delicate health. His most celebrated work
— The Rites Of Spring — was composed
in Montreux in 1912. The tuneful timeline
carries on – 60 years later, Deep Purple’s
‘Smoke On The Water’, the opening bars
of which exemplify the band, was written
and recorded here.
Montreux’s long, lively lakefront
arguably has more buskers sending out
merry notes of melody than all the other
lakefronts in Switzerland put together.
From a solitary teenager whistling out a
riveting rendition of the love theme from
The Godfather on his shiny clarinet to a
string-and-brass sextet belting out crisp
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jazz, chances are music will put a spring
in your step as you walk the lakefront
market here.
And, frozen forever in his characteristic
pose in bronze, legs apart, one fist in
the air and the other curled around a
microphone as if he was born holding it,
is a statue of Freddie Mercury looking
out over Lake Geneva. He and his rock
band Queen loved Montreux. Their last
album together, ‘Made In Heaven’, was
recorded here.
To me, Montreux was the right dose of
pulse and urbanity after days of rugged
snow-spotted Alpine landscapes and
verdant villages that I had encountered
on my drive, which had started at St
Gallen, close to Switzerland’s border with
Germany. The thrilling route ran across
the spine of the Swiss Alps, over gentle
mountain passes, and the Porsche Cayenne
I was driving revelled in the twisty
switchbacks leading to and then away
from these passes.
For a country that obsessively promotes
the convenience of train travel and its allinclusive Swiss rail passes, Switzerland ◊
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∆ has mouth-watering mountain roads
ranging from long straights through
stretched-out ‘S’ bends to hard hairpins. If
you consider driving therapeutic, then the
roads that I drove on are your spa.
My first stop, after St Gallen, past
Davos and over the 2,383m-high Fluela
Pass, was St Moritz. The pass was a sort
of demarcation — before ascending it, I
was driving along valleys with tawny cows
wearing tinkling bells in fields of green.
After the pass, the land turned grungy,
with new shrub fighting to survive on
mountain slopes still peppered with snow
and bearing marks where glaciers had
recently gouged through.
But as I descended towards the highlying Engadin Valley, the land seemed to

one couldn’t be much bot
hered about it.

matt restaurant.
Fantastic fondue at a Zer

the weekend market.
jazz at Montreux during

do a slow Cinderella
and turned immensely Holmes watches over the Cayenne at Meiringen where he had his final tussle with Moriarty.
pretty again.
St Moritz is great for those seeking an
these naturally gassed waters. Today, at
adrenaline rush. There are plenty of ski
the Heilbad St Moritz spa, you can not only
slopes in winter, and miles and miles of
swig the natural sparkling water but bathe
trekking and cycling trails in summer.
in it too.
The Lake St Moritz that prettily reflects
But that’s not all. Every July, since 1994,
the town is a playground for sailboats,
around 150 British old-timers and classic
rowboats and canoes.
cars grace the roads of this town during
But what draws most crowds to the
the St Moritz British Classic Car Meeting.
town are the mineral water springs that
The event comprises outings, reliability
have been bubbling through the Alps
tests and the Concours d’Elégance. As you
and out at St Moritz for 3,000 years. The
can imagine, there must be a lot of “What
waters, regarded with an almost holy
ho!” and “Jolly good show, old chap, I
reverence, are believed to have medicinal
say, what!” flying through the air in an
and soothing properties — medieval
accent that immediately brings to mind
European royalty used to flock here to swig
clotted cream, scones and bulldogs. I can
also imagine the look of horror on the face
of the therapist on duty at the Heilbad St
Moritz as she swoons from the sacrilege
of it all when some of the cheery, old
British lads knock on the door and finely

m long
‘The Alpine roads offer everything fro
to hard hairpins.’
straights and stretched-out ‘S’ bends
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QUICK START GUIDE
hiring a self-drive car in Switzerland
Swiss roads warrant that you hire a car that makes
you pant with excitement — Europcar has MercedesBenz S-class, BMW 7-series and Audi A8 saloons on hire,
apart from the Porsche Cayenne. The Cayenne works
brilliantly for this road trip. It is the car you should hire.
l You’ll need two credit cards to hire these cars,
each with at least CHF 1500 of credit (CHF 1 = Rs 55
approximately).
l Keep luggage space in mind. Log on to the
manufacturer website and download car schematics,
which give dimensions and compare that with the
space your collective luggage occupies.
l  An Indian Driving Licence (the card, not the booklet)
is accepted. Over the past three years, not once have
I been asked to show my International Driving Permit
in Europe, America or Australia.
l  Take your time familiarising yourself with the car and
controls before you start off — this is essential.
l  Most cars have SatNavs. However, if you have an
Android, you should consider installing the
MobileNavigator Europe application
by Navigon. It costs Rs 3,300 but
is a very helpful navigation

tool. But buy a map too — they are fun to use.
DUI laws are very strict and speeding fines rival
monthly incomes — i.e. Swiss monthly incomes.
l  Swiss Alpine roads are quite popular with
motorcyclists and cyclists, watch out for them.
And always park on the shoulder when you stop
for pictures.
l  You’ll go through more tunnels on your Swiss road
trip than underwear. Never overtake inside —
there are speed cameras in there too!
l Step into meadows with cows at your own risk, for
they can get aggressive — I write from experience.
l  In Tasch, park your car at the Matterhorn Terminal.
You can leave your luggage in the car without
worrying, or take it up to Zermatt in the train
using the convenient trolleys. Check out
www.matterhornterminal.ch
l 

rohan coelho

Skiers setting off for a cross-country trek to train rescue dogs at the Matterhorn.

articulate, “I say, love, can we have a
spot of your smashing sparkly for our
whisky, what?”
Of all my drives during the Swiss
roadtrip, the one from St Moritz to Tasch,
the base for Zermatt, stands out as the
most thrilling, going as it does over three
mountain passes in under 300km. From
the town of Chur to Visp, which is along
Route No. 19, you have to earnestly pray
that the weather gods bless you with blue
skies — the snow-capped Alpine views
with lush meadows and glassy lakes are
the Switzerland you’ve always seen in the
multiplex of your mind.
Besides that, the drive will grab you by
the unmentionables, especially if you’re
in a car like the Cayenne, which revels at
twists and turns and gets thrown around
in a way that challenges the laws of physics
and makes old Newton roll in his grave.
In addition to the roads that lead
up to the three passes, there are two
other exciting sections, one just before
Andermatt and the other just before
Galenstock — I won’t tell you more about
these twists of tarmac, which are tightly
draped around the Alps, and dull your
anticipation. Just a warning though: If
you have passengers prone to car sickness,
start collecting those disposable shower
caps from your various hotels – they will
serve as adequate barf bags. If you want to
break the journey and let your swooning
passengers out onto firm ground, there are
many little villages en route where you can
stop for short, pleasant walks. These are
usually indicated by outdoor notice boards.
Also, if you’re a Bond fan then here’s
a tidbit — it is on the switchbacks of the
Furka Pass on this road that Sean Connery
was shaken and stirred in his Aston Martin
DB5 while pursuing Auric Goldfinger in
his 1938 Phantom III who, in turn, was
being pursued by Bond girl Tilly Matterson
at the wheel of a Ford Mustang. It is one
of the most celebrated chase scenes of all
Bond flicks.
As you approach the town of Brig on
this drive, look to your right — that huge
towering mastiff head and shoulders over
the rest of the snow-capped peaks is the
Jungfrau. This mighty mountain ought to
win an IIFA Lifetime Achievement Award
for the number of times it has featured in
Bollywood flicks, thanks to Yash Chopra.
But the star of Zermatt, where I spent
two days, is the Matterhorn. The next time
you are ecstatically rolling your tongue
over a chunk of Toblerone, look at the logo
on the package — that is the Matterhorn.
My visit to the Matterhorn glacier
paradise park and the phenomenal
fondue at Zermatt’s Whymper–Stube
restaurant are two experiences I’ll always
remember. The episode where I swished
down a ski slope, unable to stop, and
crashed straight into the occupants of table
7 at an Après ski café, who were sighing
over comforting cups of hot chocolate
before I came along, landing us all on ◊
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ible by cable
The Matterhorn is access

∆ the floor in a tangle of limbs and skis
and poles — I’d rather forget!
The route from Tasch to Montreux and
then to Interlaken is through gentle roads
and motorways sections. Interlaken is very
popular with Indians, so if by now you
are hankering for ghar ka khaana, then
Interlaken is where you will find culinary
contentment. However, I found bliss in
a rack of ribs with barbeque sauce at
Brassiere 17 on the Rosenstrasse.
Years before Yash Chopra started
splashing Interlaken and the surrounding
Bernese Oberlands across our silver
screens, Arthur Conan Doyle used the
nearby Reichenbach Falls as the dramatic
backdrop for his hero Sherlock Holmes
to fall to his death after a deadly struggle
with his arch enemy Professor Moriarty
in The Final Problem. Even if you aren’t
a Sherlock Holmes fan, the 30km drive to
Meiringen at the base of the falls warrants

car from Zermatt.

Give devil-biking a shot — it’s a fun way to get from Joch Pass to Trubsee near Mt Titlis.

a visit. If you have kids in tow, they will
squeal in delight at the seven-minute
funicular railway ride up to the falls.
When you get there, look across at the far
side – a white star marks where Holmes
fell to his death.
But remember — drive to Meiringen
along the south shore of Lake Brienz on
Autostrada No. 8, but on the way back to
Interlaken take the smaller Road No. 6
along the north shore of the lake. And do
stop at the very pretty village of Brienz
for a cup of coffee and breathtaking views
over the lake.
Standing there looking over the tranquil
turquoise waters of the lake with my
Cayenne softly ticking as its engine cooled
down, I replayed the last few days over in
my mind and felt. . . well, if you want to
know how I felt, I suggest you drive a car
with a spirited soul across the very heart
of the Alps and find out for yourself. AI

finding your way
places to stay
Recommended hotels that are affordable and have secure
car parking are:
l St Moritz: Hotel Steffani (www.steffani.ch)
l Montreux: Hotel Victoria – the views will make you realise why
Stravinsky and Mercury loved Montreux (www.victoria-glion.ch)
l Interlaken: Hotel Krebs (www.krebshotel.ch)
research your Swiss roadtrip at
l www.myswitzerland.com
l www.engadin.stmoritz.ch
l www.montreuxriviera.com
l www.interlaken.ch
For some adrenaline rush, try:
l Kite surfing at Lake Silvaplana in St Moritz
l Paragliding at Interlaken
l Trotti-biking down from Mt Titlis. It is scarier and more
thrilling than it looks

On Road No. 6 on the north shore
of Lake Brienz with the pretty
town of Brienz in the background.
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